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ABSTRACT
 Mayan peoples of the Yucatán peninsula were colonized subjects of the Spanish 
empire from 1546 until 1821. Often, the events of nearly three centuries are viewed as a 
singular struggle between European hegemonies and a monolithic indigenous community 
that oscillated between passivity and rebellion. This dissertation shows that responses to 
colonial circumstances can be best understood by paying particular attention to the scale 
of interpretation. Analysis of extensive and intensive archaeological survey data from  
Beneficios Altos, a frontier Spanish colonial province, reveals the effects of colonial 
policy on nearly every segment of society. Archaeological materials are complemented by 
an interrogation of geographically relevant documents collected from Mexican archives. 
These two lines of information combine to suggest that investigation of the colonial 
Patricia A, McAnany Adjunct Professor of 
Archaeology, Boston University; Kenan Eminent 
Professor of Archaeology, University of North 
Carolina at Chapel Hill
xii
process benefits from a microhistorical perspective that focuses on the roles of individu-
als and communities surviving colonial circumstances.
 This dissertation focuses on one element of the colonial relationship: the negotia-
tion of alienating pressures from a hegemonic authority that sought to define every 
aspect daily life and interaction. Negotiation took place not between idealized collective 
Spaniard and Maya entities, but rather between persons seeking to improve their personal 
circumstances either as agents of the colonizers or as members of the colonized—often 
a fluid distinction. Individual negotiation and alienating pressures are presented in this 
dissertation as they were materialized upon Beneficios Altos landscapes. Employing a 
microhistorical focus but heeding macrohistorical trends, this study examines negotiated 
survival through the following watershed events and processes: sixteenth century battles 
of the conquest period; rapid redefinition of the physical and spiritual layout of the region 
by the Catholic Church; establishment of foundational politics and economic policies of 
colonialism; world events that inspired a dramatic reversal of demographic trends within 
this frontier region; nineteenth century eruption and chaos of a violent military conflict 
known as the Caste War; and the identities of those who resettled the fractured landscape 
during the twentieth century. This dissertation focuses on individual interactions and 
highlights the importance of frontier areas and archaeological landscapes in crafting a 
new perspective on the nature of colonialism.
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1CHAPTER 1
INTRODUCTION
 
 This dissertation explores an underlying process that defined the colonial period 
for the frontier province of Beneficios Altos. Located in the north-central portion of the 
modern Mexican state of Quintana Roo, this area is home to many Maya communities 
that maintain certain customs that have been cited as elements of cultural survival. 
Through the analysis of a number of complementary datasets gathered from state and 
religious archival collections and archaeological settlement studies, I have developed a 
perspective by which to investigate the aspects of colonialism that enabled the survival 
of these cultural traits. Using this perspective, I illustrate throughout and beyond three 
centuries of colonial rule that hegemonic oppression was mitigated through individual 
negotiation. While adding to the growing corpus of data available for the study of 
colonial Yucatán, this dissertation serves to demonstrate the greater utility of applying 
a microhistorical perspective, incorporating disparate and anomalous datasets, focusing 
on the role of the individual, and highlighting the signature of colonial processes on the 
landscape.
 Many decades of research in the fields of archaeology and ethnography have 
yielded an increasingly nuanced understanding of both ancient and modern Maya 
cultures. We have been able to revise a great number of misconceptions that had long 
defined our understanding of the Maya and their history. Traditionally, an assumption 
existed that so-called “Maya” culture had been effectively washed out and what remained 
2was a pale reflection of the Hispanic culture created by the Spaniards who colonized the 
area (Farriss 1984:7). We have found instead that, while centuries of “heritage distanc-
ing” had taken their toll, the cultures of modern Maya communities are distinct and 
complicated adaptations to a number of specific environmental and social circumstances 
(McAnany and Parks 2012).  Between our understanding of modern Maya communities 
and the archaeologically-understood ancient Maya practices, however, there remains a 
gap. 
 The story of Spanish conquest is an exciting, devastating, and often retold 
watershed event in the history of the world. The centuries of colonial rule initiated by 
conquest have been viewed variously as a romantic time of peace and sophistication 
to a reviled dark age of oppression and lawlessness. Research into archival documents 
produced during the period has added tremendous clarity to historical events such as 
uprisings and revolutions, colonial policies including congregación and encomienda, 
and oppressive circumstances of life under colonial rule. Yet little of this has been tied 
to the indigenous majority who populated the uprisings and revolutions, served as the 
subjects of congregación and encomienda, and survived under colonial oppression. Those 
studies that have sought to analyze colonialism and its aftermath often reduce the social 
interactions to monolithic groups. In this sense, colonial policies might be investigated 
by reference to the motivations of the Spaniards or the reactions of the Maya. Within the 
historical archaeological record, however, there is almost no evidence of circumstances in 
which cohesive groups representing either the colonizers or the colonized made collective 
3decisions or self identified in such overarching categories. To that end, proper analysis of 
these colonial relationships must be more fine-grained. Even less research has targeted 
the landscape upon which, and in reaction to, all of this took place. This study addresses 
these issues by highlighting signatures on the landscapes of the frontier region of 
Beneficios Altos left by one fundamental aspect of colonial circumstances—the constant 
negotiation of hegemonic pressures.
 The multi-sited microhistorical archaeological approach I take here combines 
data extracted from hundreds of pages of historical documentation recovered from three 
different archives in Mérida, Yucatán, with archaeological data recovered from a region 
in the south-central Yucatán peninsula known during much of the colonial period as 
Beneficios Altos. Historical data relevant to this area contain themes of negotiation and 
mitigation under circumstances that were neither optimal, unlivable, nor strictly rigid. 
It demonstrates centuries of interaction between a colonial regime and an increasingly 
impoverished agricultural populace; but fundamentally, it reflects the interaction between 
distinct groups of people with varying levels of access to their social, political and 
economic environments. The archaeological data show a landscape in use over many 
centuries for recurring agricultural activities; but fundamentally, it demonstrates the 
resilience and adaptability of the people to whom it has been home. Combined, these two 
avenues of investigation —historical and archaeological—demonstrate that built within 
the structure of colonialism is a process of negotiation that takes place on the individual, 
family, and community levels. It also indicates that this negotiation process is malleable 
4enough to accommodate most forms of oppressive strain but is ultimately limited.
 In this chapter, I introduce the theoretical approach to historical archaeology that 
I have employed in my study of the material from Beneficios Altos. Specifically, I intend 
to outline the utility of the microhistorical approach. I begin by introducing the micro-
historical perspective through the description of case studies that share affinities with the 
material presented in this dissertation including the analysis of a hacienda located near 
Beneficios Altos, the study of a New England household that shares an archaeological 
focus, and an investigation into fifteenth century Italian records that  demonstrates a 
similar theoretical application. I then proceed to introduce the contents of each chapter of 
this study with regard to specific macrohistorical currents that structured the organization 
of this dissertation, and the microhistorical analysis of events, processes, individuals, and 
artifacts that illuminate those currents.
1. The Microhistorical Approach 
 A popular analogy for understanding the difference between a traditional 
historical analysis and the microhistorical approach is that of a camera lens. In fact, in 
many ways that analogy is foundational to the definition of microhistory as described 
by DeCorse (2008:90), “methodologically, the most significant point to be underscored 
lies in the advantage of moving through multiple scales of analysis.” A macrohistorical 
perspective studies history with the lens zoomed out to its widest range. It identifies pat-
terns and draws comparisons at great temporal and geographical distance. Microhistory 
5serves a similar function but reverses the primary scale of inquiry. With intense scrutiny 
of the smallest scale object of study, or, for that matter, outlying or anomalous data, the 
lens is then retracted to include the larger currents (Tomich 2008:226). As Eiss (2010:10) 
describes:
 While portraying the large writ small, microhistory affords an equal opportunity 
 to consider the small writ large; that is, to explore how apparently local issues...
 represent more than generic acts of resistance and might bear upon, or even shape, 
 expansive entities like capital, state and nation.
Thus, the object is not so specifically understood by the specific space it occupies within 
the larger context in which it was produced. Rather, the larger context is understood as 
comprising and being illustrated by smaller scale entities, or perhaps more appropriately, 
an infinite conglomeration of similarly constituted objects (Ginzburg 1980).
 Microhistory, then, is simply a change of perspective that promises to enlighten 
our understanding of historical processes that are so often presented in macrohistorical 
terms; it is “a research strategy rather than a singular method” (Walton 2008:100). The 
microhistorical perspective is uniquely suited for historical archaeological data such 
as that which I offer in this study (Beaudry 2008:176-177). In fact, this perspective is 
somewhat endemic to the epistemology of historical archaeology. While a historical 
archaeological study will speak to larger themes and will generalize populations and 
artifact densities by categories such as class or ware, the fundamental unit of archaeologi-
cal study is always discrete (Lucas 2006:38). Whether discussing a single artifact, a 
ceramic type or a site, our dataset begins as a bounded entity. We draw larger conclusions 
and offer contributions to macrohistorical themes through careful analysis and the group-
6ing of similar datasets (Emigh 2008:199; Walton 2008:100). Nevertheless, the initial lens 
of historical archaeology is necessarily “zoomed-in” (Eiss 2008:53).
  In this dissertation I aim to analyze colonial processes as they affected both 
colonizer and the colonized on an individual level. This is another particular strength and 
goal of the microhistorical approach.  As Maddox (2008:18) notes, “what needs to be 
better understood is how hegemony was actually lived, and what is missing is detailed 
knowledge of the micropolitics and microhistory . . . that is, knowledge of the broad 
domain of ‘interpersonal negotiations’.” While Maddox refers specifically to the histori-
cal understanding of the Spanish Civil War, the quote applies equally well to general 
goals of the microhistorical approach. 
2. Applications of Microhistory
 given its ability to deal with both micro- and macro-historical scales, the field [of
 historical archaeology] is perhaps in an unusual and privileged position, not just
 within archaeology but the social sciences in general.
(Lucas 2006:38)
 As a perspective rather than a specifically defined methodology, microhistory can 
be applied to studies that “are highly varied in terms of the temporal, spatial, and subject 
foci examined” (DeCorse 2008:90). In this section, I introduce a few examples that 
will serve two purposes: demonstrating the range of applicability of the microhistorical 
approach, and standing as points of comparison to the Beneficios Altos data that I analyze 
in a similar fashion. In a recent edited volume, Small Worlds: Method, Meaning, & 
Narrative in Microhistory, a collection of scholars have presented their research from a 
7microhistorical perspective (Brooks, DeCorse, and Walton 2008). Their objects of study 
range widely from biographical discussions of individuals during the Great Depression 
or the Spanish Civil war, to financial census data from medieval Italy to archaeological 
material from contexts as different as a indigenous uprising in Mexico to a wealthy New 
England merchant’s kitchen refuse (Beaudry 2008; Eiss 2008; Emigh 2008; Gordon 
2008; Maddox 2008). The great variety of subjects analyzed from a similar perspective 
within the Brooks, DeCorse and Walton (2008) volume serves to demonstrate the versa-
tility of the microhistorical approach.
 I have selected and summarized three of these microhistorical case studies below. 
Each of the examples shares some characteristics with the study presented in this disserta-
tion. The analysis of Hacienda Chiché is an application of the microhistorical approach 
to a site within a geographical and historical context that is related very closely to the 
study area of this dissertation. The treatment of the Tracy and Boardman deposits at the 
Spencer-Pierce-Little House illustrates the benefit of applying a microhistorical approach 
to archaeological materials. Finally, the study of the Italian Catasto demonstrates the 
ability of the microhistorical approach to deal with fragmentary datasets as an aggregate. 
Each of these aspects of the microhistorical perspective are employed in this dissertation 
as I approach the Beneficios Altos material.
Hacienda Chiché – Microhistory in a Similar Context
 Each of the case studies in this section has been selected because it shares certain 
8affinities with the material from Beneficios Altos presented in this dissertation. Sharing 
the greatest similarity in terms of geography and political context is the research of Paul 
Eiss (2008:53-76) concerning the Yucatecan Hacienda, Chiché. Eiss (2008:53-55) begins 
at the scale of an inscription carved into an artifact. He analyzes that object, a wooden 
replica of a rifle left by an indigenous insurgent following an overnight assault on the 
hacienda . The rifle was inscribed with a phrase that translates 
 May 4, 1913. They have made Yucatán’s great Mauser and its great iron sword.
 For liberty, long live liberty, boys, que viva, long live the valiant ones, que viva. 
 We swear we will not give up. We swear, as long as there is no liberty. 
 (Eiss 2008:53)
He then widens his scope and contextualizes that artifact, the associated artifact record, 
the events, and even the site and larger landscape in terms of the greater historical 
currents of revolution and economic oppression that led directly to the creation and 
placement of that artifact.
 At multiple scales Eiss (2008:55-58) demonstrates that the inscription is a careful-
ly worded complaint representing the disenfranchisement of a class of agricultural wage 
laborers. He further explains that the context of the artifact, left near a well during an 
attack on a henequen plantation “unprecedented in scale and drama” (Eiss 2008:58), was 
clearly intended to send a particular message to an anticipated and desired audience (Eiss 
2008:62). The timing of the attack and of the message also factored largely into a greater 
historical theme as it was scheduled to invoke past nationalist victories (Eiss 2008:62). 
Finally, Eiss (2008:62-75) discusses the aftermath of the event and the implications of the 
message being documented, recorded, reproduced in national media, referenced in local 
9histories and even analyzed by the author himself. This discussion serves to demonstrate 
the process by which the smallest-scale unit of analysis—a  solitary and, significantly, 
“singular” object (Tomich 2008:226)—is the product of and a contributing factor to much 
larger historical and political patterns. 
Tracy and Boardman – Microhistory Contextualizing Archaeology
 Beaudry’s (2008) presentation of the archaeological deposits recovered from 
the Spencer-Pierce-Little House in Newbury, Massachusetts illustrates the insightful 
types of interpretation that can be harvested through a microhistorical approach while 
providing a warning about the misinterpretation that might result in its absence. The 
single archaeological site in this study produced, among other things, somewhat discrete 
assemblages of artifacts related to the periods of time during which the house was oc-
cupied by the families of Nathaniel Tracy and Captain Offin Boardman from 1778-1797 
and 1797-1811 respectively (Beaudry 2008:181-184). In the standard archaeological 
tradition, the recovered artifacts, featuring imported and expensive table- and serving- 
wares, would be interpreted as “clear evidence of successful merchants enjoying elegant, 
luxurious lifestyles and high status” (Beaudry 2008:195). However, in further developing 
her historical understanding of the site and the biographies of its late eighteenth-century 
residents, Beaudry (2008:182, 186) discovered that both merchants had, via distinct 
trajectories, amassed and then quickly lost the wealth that seemingly underpinned those 
archaeologically-attested lifestyles. In fact, the two merchants consecutively found 
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themselves forced to live out their last years on the farm under “reduced circumstances” 
and then died with almost none of their prior wealth left for their inheritors (Beaudry 
2008:182, 186). Thus, while the wide-view archaeological record speaks to wealth and 
prestige, specific historical documentation belies financial hardship if not ruin (Beaudry 
2008:182-186). Beaudry (2008:186-194) reconciles these two perspectives by employing 
a microhistorical approach. She analyzes the archaeological contexts of a privy and a 
sealed refuse pit containing a single, temporally isolated deposit. Analysis of the collected 
material is read as evidence of a lifestyle specifically calibrated toward the appropriately 
lavish display of wealth and class (Beaudry 2008:187-192). Furthermore, the house 
itself, being simultaneously ancient and elite, played an important role in the construction 
of the occupants’ social identities (Beaudry 2008:193). By looking closer at specific, 
isolated, and/or anomalous archaeological deposits, architectural features, and historical 
references, Beaudry (2008:195) is able to populate a “broader world of power relations 
and identity construction in the early [American] republic.” The microhistorical approach 
is again demonstrated to be a tool uniquely adapted to bridging the gap between archaeol-
ogy and history as well as the gap between singular data and larger historical themes.
The Catasto of 1427 – Microhistory as an Aggregate
 The work of Rebecca Emigh (2008) in examining the official state records of 
fifteenth-century Italy is, in many senses, worlds away from the Spanish colonial occupa-
tion of the Yucatán peninsula. Her approach, however, exemplifies the means by which 
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to overcome the constraints inherent in some archival collections. The Catasto of 1427 
“contains a relatively complete list of Tuscans’ assets. . .and debts. . .and an enumera-
tion of the Tuscan population” (Emigh 2008:204). While clearly a valuable resource, a 
document of this type “often consists of discrete pieces that do not easily combine into 
a coherent whole” (Emigh 2008:200). As a result, “scholarship in this tradition may be 
too narrow to attend to macro-level social processess” (Emigh 2008:199). The solution 
that Emigh proposes is to combine multiple related microhistories into what she deems 
“aggregate microhistories” (2008:199). By this means, she is able to “draw broader 
conclusions” and “create links to larger processes and issues” (Emigh 2008:198). In 
the course of comparing and contrasting her microhistories, Emigh (2008) presents an 
aggregate that demonstrates a sense of numerical efficacy and a series of self-interested 
economic strategies that are variously similar and different between and among rural and 
urban communities represented in the Catasto. 
3. Microhistorical Approach to Beneficios Altos
 Unlike biographical microhistories (see Gordon 2008; Maddox 2008), archaeo-
logically rich studies (see Beaudry 2008; Eiss 2008), or other case studies in which 
specific, similarly-themed records are well represented (Lightfoot 2008; Tomich 2008; 
Walton 2008), the information presented in this dissertation refers to a frontier region 
of the Spanish Empire in which categories of collectable data are, like Emigh’s (2008)
material from the Catasto, disparate at best and sometimes scarce or absent. Historical 
archives are incomplete as a result of either colonial administrative neglect of the region 
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or circumstances of preservation that include factors ranging from climate to full scale 
revolution. Even the archaeological record so far collected from the study region has been 
limited by constraints of simple geography to research permit restrictions. As a result, 
one of the only satisfactory means by which to study the region is to “combine multiple 
microhistories” addressing the classes of material that have been recovered in order to 
speak to broader patterns (Emigh 2008:199). In that sense, then, this dissertation is itself 
an “aggregate microhistory” (Emigh 2008:199).
 It is important to note that the contributions of the case studies presented above 
are not strictly methodological. In fact, as will be seen throughout this study, the data 
so far recovered from Beneficios Altos very rarely allows interrogation to the level of 
the individual historical actor. In that way, this study does not conform to much of the 
microhistorical tradition. As indicated in the selected studies, however, similar goals 
and insights can be provided by the application of a microhistorical perspective even in 
cases where data does not easily offer the general microhistorical subject. Throughout 
this study, the microhistorical perspective allows me to populate the landscapes, policies, 
and processes under investigation with individual agents even though the vast majority of 
those agents remain nameless.
 In the aggregate of the microhistorical studies that I have conducted on the 
historical archaeological landscapes of colonial Beneficios Altos, I have identified three 
major and related themes. Specifically, the microhistoral interpretation of each disparate 
dataset characterizes the larger macrohistorical nature of frontier colonialism as a process 
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of negotiation in response to hegemonic pressures. A secondary theme explores the way 
in which this negotiation was carried out at the level of the individual. Another secondary 
theme displays the way in which these negotiations were intimately tied to physical and 
cultural landscapes. In this section, I introduce the content of each chapter in terms of the 
larger macrohistorical currents that define an era and the microhistorical responses and 
signatures of individual Beneficios Altos communities as they have been recovered from 
the archaeological landscape and archival collections. 
 In my second chapter, I present the theoretical approaches to colonialism and 
landscape towards which this microhistorical study’s research questions are aimed. 
Again, as is the case throughout the dissertation, the overarching macrohistorical cur-
rent of colonialism is analyzed in microhistorical terms as that current is negotiated by 
individuals according to distinct circumstances in specific locations on the landscape. 
Similarly, Chapter 2 addresses the history of investigating the interaction between people 
and their cultural landscapes, ultimately presenting the theoretical model for this study.
 Chapter 3 introduces the specifics of the historical and geographic contexts that 
this study investigates. The overarching macrohistorical theme of hegemonic alienation 
and oppression in the decades following the conquest of Yucatán are discussed as the 
backdrop for the following chapters. As the aspect of colonial conversion most directly 
relevant to the landscape, the policy of congregación was implemented by colonial 
authorities throughout the Spanish empire. This policy forced the nucleation of smaller 
scattered settlements into large towns modeled according to a Spanish, and earlier Ro-
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man, template (Deagan 2001:182, 189-190; Low 1995:749-751; 1996:867). Elsewhere 
this policy was a means of centralizing the thinning population of indigenous groups 
that was quickly decimated by foreign disease. In other cases, including the arid Yucatán 
peninsula and the mountains Guatemalan highlands, congregación was implemented as a 
response to the problems raised by an already geographically dispersed population. 
 Congregación was accompanied by several similarly wide-ranging policies. 
Addressing the economic viability of the colonies, the practices of repartimiento and 
encomienda outlined the specific methods by which the indigenous populations would 
supply tribute to the colonizers. All three policies are introduced in this chapter at a 
macrohistorical level. analyzed from macrohistorical perspectives. I present some of the 
ways that a microhistorical point of view sheds light on the actual functioning of those 
policies. Never was a colonial policy committed to paper in the capital then immediately 
and completely implemented among the colonized masses. Instead, the implementation 
of colonial policy necessarily involved various tiers of administrators, representatives, 
middle men, and enforcers. Beyond that, the indigenous individuals to whom these 
policies referred created their own social structures and hierarchies by which to mitigate 
their positions—not as a unified whole, but as communities, families and individuals. The 
microhistorical perspective shows how these individuals made choices about where to 
locate their settlements, how to submit their taxes and how to protect their communities.
 Chapter 4 discusses the long colonial period after much of the reorganization and 
policy-making had been established. This period of time has been described as a pax 
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colonial (Macleod 1998:130; Schroeder 1998), referring to the apparent lack of violence 
that characterized the era by contrast to conquest and later revolutions. That, of course, is 
a macrohistorical perspective, and largely an erroneous one. Upon focusing the microhis-
torical lens, it becomes evident that the same time period included a great many smaller-
scale rebellions and uprisings in isolated areas of New Spain (Schroeder 1998; Taylor 
1979). Furthermore, resistance exists at many levels that do not reach armed rebellion 
(Scott 1998; Stern 1987:33, 73). One microhistorical category of evidence demonstrating 
subtler resistance is the settlement pattern inscribed on the landscape of Beneficios Altos. 
The policy of congregación mandated a few specific towns where indigenous populations 
would legally reside to be acculturated by the activities of the church and exploited by 
economic policies of both church and state. There was a degree of mobility, however, 
among the various cateogries of settlement. Likewise, over this very long stretch of 
time we see changes on both sides of the negotiation eguation that results in changing 
signatures on the landscape.  A microhistorical perspective allows us to view single small 
church, though symbolic of the colonial hegemony, as evidence of negotiated resistence. 
Conversely, an indigenous agricultural community can be seen as an the unintended  
product of exploitative changes in hegemonic policy.  
 Chapter 5 discusses a period I refer to as the second conquest. This particular 
historical period is restricted to Yucatán, and specifically frontier areas like Beneficios 
Altos, moreso than the trends discussed in Chapters 3 and 4, which had empire-wide 
applicability. Nevertheless, the larger currents are analyzed from perspectives that include 
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an international scope while the same trends can be seen having their effect and being 
affected at the level of single individuals in the study region. During this time period, the 
Bourbon Reforms of almost a century prior had altered imperial policies everywhere, 
hence the international scope. These reforms were interpreted in somewhat nuanced 
ways in the colonies. Zoom in to the microhistorical scale and we see transfers of local 
power from indigenous to foreign hands, in-migrations of entirely new communities into 
centuries-old settlements, and exponentially increasing losses of agricultural lands. All 
of these processes are best followed at the scale of the small farm, the individual local 
political representative, and the small indigenous village.
 Chapter 6 demonstrates a break in the macrohistorical pattern that has thus far 
been established; its exception bolsters the rule. The microhistorical perspective prior 
to this time period has served to illuminate the actual administration and mitigation 
of hegemonic circumstances (be they colonial, republican, or nationalist) that are so 
prevalent in the macrohistorical tradition. During the time period discussed in Chapter 
6 (1847–1950s) mitigation strategies were failing, thereby effecting the failure of the 
administration. Accordingly, the conflicts of the region that had been building since 
before Independence, culminated in war (Rugeley 2009). While the system failed, the 
microhistorical perspective does not. This conflict, commonly referred to as the Caste 
War, is often viewed from the macrohistorical perspective in terms of peasant uprisings, 
New World indigenous insurrection, or at least in terms of the politics, economics, and 
demographics of the Yucatán peninsula in the wake of Mexican Independence. A micro-
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historical perspective shows the causes and effects of these larger currents at levels of 
focus as narrow as single buildings, small defensive walls, village monuments, and even 
individual artifacts.
 In Chapter 7 I reintroduce the major themes of each of the chapters discussed 
above. Without going into detail on the datasets from each of the chronological eras, 
I simplify the ways in which they serve as examples of the underlying processes of 
colonialism. I also demonstrate the way in which this study has served to proffer a micro-
historical perspective by which to study colonialism, promote the role of the individual, 
highlight the importance of the cultural landscape, and incorporate data from varying 
sources and frontier locations.
 Individually, the data presented in these chapters offer illustrations of broader 
patterns of colonial history and the narrow events that took place within those patterns. 
The data display the utility of viewing history from varying scales, sites, and subjects. 
They demonstrate the unique ability of the historical archaeologist to bridge the gap 
between defined, isolated, and incomplete datasets and the greater currents of cultural 
processes. Combined they create an aggregate that establishes a model for colonialism 
as it was lived by individuals on the landscape of Beneficios Altos. Discrete series of 
artifacts, historical documents, biographical information and the architectural remains of 
settlements converge on the overarching theme of negotiation of hegemonic pressures as 
the funamental element of colonial survival.
18
CHAPTER 2
THEORETICAL APPROACH
 There are pronounced differences in the manner in which French, British, and 
Spanish colonization played out in the Americas (Gosden 2004:24-32). Likewise, in 
Yucatán, the colonial lifestyle of people in the cities was different from the colonial 
lifestyle of those in the countryside; life on the coast and in the north was different from 
life in the interior and to the south (Farriss 1984:49, 66-67, 92; Kepecs and Alexander 
2005). Furthermore, individuals and communities living under various manifestations of 
colonialism reacted in different ways including bolstering, emulation, exodus, complic-
ity, appropriation, information control, assimilation and resistance (Stark and Chance 
2011:192). This chapter is a treatment of the interplay between colonialism, resistance, 
and landscapes.
 In this chapter I review recent colonialism literature with an emphasis on the 
Yucatán peninsula, and introduce the province of Beneficios Altos which serves as a 
specific case study. First and foremost in this discussion is an attempt to highlight and 
define what is meant by the term “colonialism.” With that in mind, I briefly review the 
history and recent trends in the study of this process as concerns the interaction between 
Maya and Spanish populations of the Yucatán Peninsula. I review recent scholarship 
concerning resistance as it has become a crucial topic of postcolonial discourse empower-
ing subaltern groups that are underrepresented in the historical record (Said 1995; Said 
2001:131-132). In my view, one fundamental context for the social relations of colonial-
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ism is the culturally-understood landscape. Naturally, then, a discussion of cultural 
landscapes follows. 
1. Colonialism
 Colonialism can be understood as a totalizing lived experience in a number of 
ways. First, in terms of the nature of the process, colonialism has been described as 
a “total social fact” in the tradition of Marcel Mauss and Emile Durkhiem (Gosden 
2004:24). William Hanks (2010:7) intends a similar meaning when he refers to colonial-
ism’s “total project”. In this application, the term refers to the ability of colonialism to 
permeate every aspect of people’s lives rather than being relegated to certain categories 
like religion or economy.  Secondly, and not unrelated to that assessment, is the fact 
that few  places on the planet remain unaffected by colonialism—in other words, the 
globalization that characterizes the modern world is a direct product of the processess  of 
colonization and decolonization (Erickson 1998:136-137; Gosden 2004:24-25; Hannerz  
1996:68, 76; Sluyter 2002:231). I address the process of colonialism in one particular 
case study in the hopes that such an analysis may contribute to the field in a wider sense. 
To that end, colonialism here need only be contextualized as a general process applicable 
to indigenous Maya peoples of the Yucatán Peninsula. 
 Like so many topics of academic interest, the study of colonialism suffers the 
bifurcation between the general and the particular. Each circumstance of colonialism is 
studied in relation to its own particular context: geographically, culturally, politically, and 
for the sake of archaeology, materially. From this dataset of specific colonial signatures, 
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a corpus of patterns has emerged (see Rowlands 1998). The process has become defined 
somewhat circularly by descriptions of its manifestations. One of the few approaches 
to address this issue of circular logic is presented by Chris Gosden (2004). In Gosden’s 
assessment, one factor that contributes to the rift between the particular and the general 
is the fact that colonialism has historically manifested in three fundamentally differ-
ent but not mutually exclusive forms (Gosden 2004:25). Perhaps the most pervasive 
characterization of colonialism is the form that defined the sixteenth century expansion 
of European powers which resulted in the demographic annihilation of many indigenous 
groups  in the Americas, Africa, Australia/New Zealand, and Siberia (Gosden 2004:25). 
Gosden (2004:27-28) describes this form as terra nullius which refers to an Imperial 
subconscious philosophy characterizing undiscovered, unclaimed, empty lands as “the 
common property of all mankind until they were put to...use.” Colonial expansion was 
justifiable as long as a belief was maintained that simplistic indigenous groups did not 
improve the land they occupied. The second form of colonialism is “the middle ground,” 
which constitutes the creation of new “cultural structures” through the interaction be-
tween indigenous and colonizing groups under circumstances in which colonized peoples 
face the ultimatum of acculturation or destruction (Gosden 2004:30). Finally, Gosden 
(2004:32) identifies a third form as “colonialism within a shared cultural milieu.” This 
third manifestation of colonialism occurs under circumstances that feature internationality 
prior to the fluorescence of hegemonic colonial relationships (Gosden 2004:32). Rather 
than pure state-level power relations, colonialism of a shared cultural milieu features 
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relationships between sites with unique resources (Gosden 2004:32-33).  Gosden’s three 
forms of colonialism serve as general models that describe the process throughout the 
world. Accordingly, colonialism manifests as a unique representation of one or more 
of these models in each colonized region. I discuss the specific application of Gosden’s 
model to Beneficios Altos below after a reviewing other studies of colonialism among the 
Maya.
Colonialism and Resistance
 Resistance has long been viewed as the alternative to accommodation for 
indigenous groups facing colonization. Much has been written about the armed conflicts 
that characterized the initial stages of conquest as well as the uprisings and rebellions 
that flared up throughout the colonial period in New Spain and Yucatán (Chamberlain 
1966:35-132, 179-253; Diaz del Castillo 2000; Farriss 1984:12-14, 18-25; Landa 
1978:21-24; Leon Portilla 1962; Prescott 1864; Schroeder 1998; Restall 1997:1-5). 
Within the last few decades, however, resistance has been reexamined in a different light. 
Again, owing in part to the postcolonial focus on subaltern and underrepresented groups 
like indigenous colonized peoples, resistance has been recast as a mode of survival. One 
of the seminal works in this respect is James C. Scott’s 1985 volume, Weapons of the 
Weak: Everyday forms of Peasant Resistance. In his ethnographic study of Malaysian 
rice farmers, Scott exposes the nuanced nature of resistance that occurred daily between 
individuals, wealth-based subclasses, self-identifying groups like political parties, ethnici-
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ties, and state-level hegemony. Resistance in Scott’s perspective can range from working 
less efficiently than expected in a wage-labor situation to sabotaging expensive heavy 
machinery and blockading roads. Along this continuum, Scott’s model maintains a place 
for armed uprising but he proffers that, in the larger view of history, the accomplishments 
of those rare, violent, collective instances of resistance are far outweighed by acts of 
resistance perpetrated individually on a daily basis (Scott 1985; see also Stern 1987:10). 
In this dissertation I assert that resistance among the colonial Maya is best viewed in this 
way.
 One aspect that unites much of the resistance literature has been a focus on the 
peasant. A peasantry can be defined as “subsistence-oriented agricultural producers sub-
jected to the authority and economic exactions of a state, or a landed class of overlords or 
both” (Stern 1987:4). The role of the peasant in effecting change, adapting to moderniza-
tion and the growth of capitalism, in organizing resistance, and in structuring internal 
politics has dominated the discourse of resistance (Alexander 2004:17, 19; Farriss 
1984:7; Stern 1987:9-13; Scott 1985). To an extent, however, relying on a discussion of 
“the peasantry” is simply a non-ethnic means of grouping individual actors into a larger 
category that replaces assumed race relationships with assumed economic relationships. 
Thus, the resistance model returns to a dichotomous conflict between monolithic groups 
and hence functions in a fashion that is nearly identical to definitions of colonialism 
that simplify the process to a struggle between colonizers and colonized. Scott’s study 
highlights the nuanced nature of the so-called “peasantry,” including the great variety of 
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individuals and group alliances as well as the many different strategies employed at every 
level within that class. Unfortunately, such detail is generally less retrievable from the 
archaeological record than from ethnographic data.
Colonial Studies among the Maya 
 The history of scholarship on colonialism in the Maya region can be reduced to a 
very rudimentary outline. The earliest phase of historical research characterized Spanish 
colonialism as a juggernaut with constant cultural assault that eventually assimilated all 
people in its path (Chamberlain 1966:337-339; Farriss 1984:7). Variation in the effect of 
this assault upon different groups was dependent only on the duration of their exposure 
and “in proportion to the resistance they had offered” (Chamberlain 1966:338). Given 
the depth and variety of the many cultural groups that remain in Mexico, such a model 
simply cannot survive scrutiny. Furthermore, a basic understanding of the events of 
the conquest and colonial period demonstrates that Spanish reforms were almost never 
passively accepted (Schroeder 1998). Instead, a great many means of opposition were 
employed to slow or bring to a halt the oppression and disenfranchisement suffered by 
indigenous groups under Spanish colonial rule (Lightfoot 2005:88-89, 111-112). 
 A greater focus on the role of the subaltern in the wider field of colonial studies 
realigned the field towards finding and analyzing forms of resistance employed by people 
who were conceived of as sharing a monolithic colonized Maya identity. In this model, 
resistance was coupled with accommodation and the nature of colonial life was the net 
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result of the two postures (Farriss 1984:110). These two terms—resistance and accommo-
dation—were applied generally to political and economic interactions. When discussing 
the cultural and specifically religious spheres, a very similar model was presented as 
syncretism (Bricker 1981:179). For example, the syncretic religion of the frontier Maya 
under colonial rule may be interpreted in part as the result of resistance to the Latin mass 
and accommodation to the abundance of images of crosses. Often the manifestation of 
syncretism is interpreted as the product of revitalization movements (Bricker 1977: 256-
257; Clendinnen 1987:73-74; Graham 1991:328-332; Jones 1984:678-679; Lockhart and 
Schwartz 1983:108, 175; Macleod 2003:152; Weeks and Black 1991:252). Criticism of 
these approaches has focused on the simple fact that while they incorporate an indigenous 
perspective, they continue to speak of Maya peoples as a single-minded entity, thereby 
oversimplifying the process. As Astor-Aguilar (2009:167-168) states, “the term ‘syncre-
tism’ continues to be applied uncritically, its use implying the existence of pure culture 
and thus ultimately failing to describe actual human and historical processes.”
 More recent perspectives address the colonial situation in a way that preserves a 
priority of place for the agency of the individual (Alexander 2003a:5; 2004:8, 17; Farriss 
1984:22-23; Keen 1985:167; Lockhart and Schwartz 1983:112-113; Restall 1997:87). 
This is the framework with which I intend to approach the data presented here. When 
addressing the negotiation of alienating pressures of colonialism and hegemony, at what 
spatial and temporal scales do we conceptualize the struggle taking place? In many 
studies, because analysis has been retrospective,  those problems seem to be faced as 
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a sort of a consensus agreement—sometimes at the level of the community, maybe the 
larger region, occasionally even at the imaginary level of “the Maya.”  As such models 
necessarily assert such a higher-level organizational cohesion, they are largely irreconcil-
able with our understanding of a subordinate, disparate peasant population (Scott 1985). 
Instead, the majority of the day-to-day colonial burden necessarily had to be managed at 
the individual level. In fact, as we look more closely at the data presented here, we find a 
process of negotiation in which each individual or family unit sought to maximize their 
advantage or minimize their disadvantage—at least among Maya residents of Beneficios 
Altos (Alexander 2004:8; Farriss 1984:22; Lockhart and Schwartz 1983:164-176). 
 Though military, economic, and religious colonial agents were already active 
in the Yucatán peninsula, colonialism began in earnest in 1546. It wasn’t until the 
1550s, however, that one of the defining policies of the colonial period was put into 
effect (Hanks 2010:2). The policy of congregación, which demanded the nucleation of 
dispersed village populations into Spanish colonial towns, encapsulates the redefinition 
of landscape and systematic alienation of the colonized from their landscapes (Bretos 
1987:13; Charlton 2005:52; Perlstein Pollard 2005:67; Patch 1983:48-56). As an official 
state policy it also provides an intellectual starting point from which to assess the colonial 
negotiation process.  It is exactly the results of the congregación policy and the following 
negotiations that have left their signature on the settlement pattern of Beneficios Altos 
today. 
 The military conquest of the Yucatán was restricted to the roughly 20 year span 
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following the 1528 deployment of Adelantado Francisco de Montejo and ending with 
the pacification of the 1546-1547 indigenous uprising known as the Great Maya Revolt 
(Chamberlain 1966). While the pace of profound change and the drama of violent resis-
tance were pronounced during these two decades, in the theoretical perspective of this 
study conquest was not fundamentally different from the era of colonialism that followed. 
Instead, conquest represents the first stage of landscape redefinition and indigenous 
alienation that characterized the Spanish program throughout its colonial tenure.
Conquest itself produced the most drastic alteration to the conceptualized and often 
the constructed landscape in the peninsula’s history. It was a strategy of conquest that 
established the few large cities that remain among the most populous today. During 
conquest, Spaniards introduced pathogens that devastated indigenous populations 
throughout the Americas as well as new floral and faunal domesticates whose cultivation 
would be attempted with varying degrees of success throughout the area (see Sluyter 
1999). However, as much as these tremendous alterations were officially instigated at 
the time of conquest, it can be argued that for Maya agriculturalists living in places like 
Beneficios Altos, so far removed from Spanish population centers and seats of power, 
daily life did not change too dramatically (Clendinnen 2003:38-39; Patch 1993:20, 28-29; 
Roys 1972:129,170). In that sense, frontier areas provide test cases by which to study 
the structures and processes of colonialism as they were applied to native colonized 
communities unclouded by the presence of the substantial immigrant population that 
accompanied those changes in the metropolitan centers.  With continued access to their 
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milpa lands and an unbroken physical connection with their traditional landscapes, the 
most obvious changes in frontier areas may have consisted of exactly who was collecting 
tribute in the new system. This is not to say that colonial administrative efforts did not 
aim to sever historical continuities among frontier communities, only that they were not 
entirely successful. 
 Adelantado Francisco de Montejo. After Hernan Cortes accomplished the 
conquest of the Mexica, members of his team of conquistadors set their sights on ter-
ritories of their own. Accordingly, the Crown issued title to distinguish which soldiers 
had primary claim to which areas. In 1526, Francisco de Montejo was named Adelantado 
of Yucatán, making him the Crown’s official representative in the region as soon as he 
affected its military pacification (Blom 1936:53; Chamberlain 1966:30; Clendinnen 
2003:20; Early 2006:100; Farriss 1984:12; Patch 1993:34). One might assume that 
Montejo expected this pacification to be a fairly swift process based on the fact that his 
involvement in toppling the much larger, much stronger Aztec Empire took only two 
years (Early 2006:99-100; Farriss 1984:12 Prescott 1867). Such was not the case. 
 Starting with an entrada along the eastern Caribbean coast in 1528, Montejo 
quickly learned that the dispersed Maya farming communities were not easily subdued 
(Farriss 1984:12-14). He tried again and again, with additional efforts in western Yucatán 
and attempted to pacify a base of operations along the Gulf Coast. The efforts of Montejo 
continued through 1535 with no success, when he was sidetracked for practical and 
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political reasons to other areas of Mesoamerica (Blom 1936:59; Chamberlain 1966:253;). 
The task, already almost a decade old, then fell to Montejo’s son, also named Francisco 
de Montejo. Montejo the Younger was more successful, eventually converting the 
Maya capital of T’ho to the colonial capital of Mérida in 1542 (Blom 1936:92-100; 
Chamberlain 1966:212-213; Clendinnen 2003:31, 39; Gerhard 1979:14-15). Meanwhile, 
the Adelantado’s nephew, also named Francisco de Montejo, was put in charge of the 
forces that attacked the peninsula from the east. Montejo the Nephew fought hard to 
establish an outpost along Chetumal Bay at Salamanca de Bacalar and then establish the 
inland stronghold of Valladolid both in 1543 (Blom 1936:93; Chamberlain 1966:230, 
234; Clendinnen 2003:31). These were particularly tenuous territories as the interior and 
eastern Maya, specifically the Cochuah, were fiercely resistant; eventually compelling the 
excessively brutal tactics of the notorious Gaspar Pacheco (Blom 1936:73, 96; Bricker 
1981:18; Chamberlain 1966:160, 232-233; Clendinnen 2003:31-32; Gerhard 1979:79; 
Roys 1972:69). Open revolts continued until the last large uprising of 1546-1547 was 
quelled by Spanish forces (Bricker 1981:18; Chamberlain 1966:237-252; Clendinnen 
2003:41). Regardless of continued resistance throughout the colonial period, the defeat of 
this uprising marks the official pacification of the Yucatán peninsula.
 This historical summary of the activities of conquest does highlight some of 
the characteristics that define colonialism. First, the redefinition of landscape is clearly 
evident in the establishment of Spanish towns. Mérida was built literally from the stones 
of the Maya capital of T’ho (Blom 1936:92-100; Chamberlain 1966:212-213; Cogolludo 
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1971:180-182; Gerhard 1979:114-155; Hanks 2010:3; Roys 1952:143-144). While the 
carved stones of its Precolumbian predecessor can still be seen in some of the colonial 
buildings of Mérida, very little evidence of that earlier site can be recognized today. The 
establishment of Valladolid followed suit, with its ultimate location directly replacing 
the Maya site of Zaci (Bretos 1987:15; Chamberlain 1966:230; Cogolludo 1971:209; 
Gerhard 1979:144). Later manifestations of the same colonial alienation show up in 
subtler but perhaps more effective forms, such as religious conversion and administra-
tive policies. The negotiation complement to that alienation appears during conquest as 
well. While the resistance of individual Maya groups kept the armies of the Montejos at 
bay for almost two decades, the ultimate success of the conquest was in part due to the 
allegiance of certain lineages, most prominently the Xiu (Blom 1936:91, 93-94; Cham-
berlain 1966:137-138; Clendinnen 2003:26, 30-31; Roys 1972:77). Clearly, families and 
individuals were in a position to decide and negotiate the terms of their participation in 
the colonial process from its very onset.
 The stage of colonialism that often immediately followed military conquest was 
undertaken to claim neither land nor resources but souls (Blom 1936:75-80, 99; Bretos 
1987:11; Chamberlain 1966:31; Clendinnen 2003:44, 45-56; Deagan 2001:183,185; 
Farriss 1984:24, 90-94). In fact, in Yucatán, like almost everywhere else in Mesoamerica, 
the first Spaniards to penetrate into the interior lands were missionaries, generally 
Franciscans devoted to the establishment of churches and the conversion of indigenous 
peoples in the hopes of creating a utopian Christian society (Bretos 1987:11-13; Clendin-
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nen 1987:46; Early 2006:117; Farriss 1984:24; Lockhart and Schwartz 1983:109-110). 
Intrepid missionaries were the first to head into frontier zones with no guarantee of a 
peaceful reception among indigenous communities. In fact, the same scenario continued 
to characterize the Franciscans 170 years after Montejo was named Adelantado, as 
missionaries embarked on a doomed attempt to bring the last Maya stronghold on Lake 
Petén Itza into the fold (Blom 1936:65; Jones 1989:241-268; Jones 1998). 
	 Model	for	Beneficios	Altos.  The above sections have introduced academic ap-
proaches to the question of colonialism and some general historical trends of the colonial 
period in Yucatán. In this section,  I change the focus from those larger generalities to 
their particular manifestations in Beneficios Altos. 
 For the purposes of this study, we are concerned mainly with Gosden’s first two 
forms of colonialism discussed above—terra nullius and the middle ground—and the 
role of negotiation in surviving these circumstances. It is the relationship between these 
two forms that must be slightly altered to account for the nature of interaction in the study 
area. Terra nullius is the predominant form and represents the hegemonic presence of the 
Spanish Empire in the largest sense. The Spanish Empire, as an extension of the Spanish 
King, was territorially expansive. Upon conquest, all lands and resources were ostensibly 
claimed by the Crown (Deagan 2001:185). To a degree, this application of terra nul-
lius colonialism disregarded the necessary predisposition that the land was unused or 
unimproved, as great cities and fertile fields were claimed in the same breath as vast 
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forests and unoccupied swamps. Somewhere along the continuum between conquest and 
colonialism, however, that predisposition was asserted and the idea of “empty lands” was 
incorporated. In fact, it was written directly into the policies of Spanish and later Mexican 
expansion as “terrenos baldios.” These “empty lands,” discussed in Chapter 5, were often 
crucial parts of the indigenous agricultural cycle as fallow fields and thus were not empty 
at all. Instead, they were simply re-conceptualized as such to facilitate the expansion of 
the vast cattle haciendas of central Mexico as well as henequen and sugar plantations in 
Yucatán (Alexander 2004:53,153; Patch 1993:101, 138-148; Restall 1997:36, 152, 224; 
Sluyter 2002:132, 191-192). This is a direct reflection of the terra nullius form. I believe, 
however, that this form of colonialism existed exclusively at an official imperial level, 
perhaps guiding policy in the capital. Colonialism in its practical application on the other 
hand, especially in frontier areas, was carried out in a fashion that much more closely 
resembles Gosden’s middle ground. The agents of hegemony for the Spanish Empire 
were rural priests and absentee landowners operating through local indigenous power 
brokers. Terra nullius cannot have functioned between these agents and an indigenous 
majority without necessarily asserting the full passivity of the latter group. Instead, such 
interactions “created new cultural structures, influenced by both sets of cultural logics but 
not identical to either” (Gosden 2004:30). Hence, new tribute systems were instituted, 
new trade networks created, new local politics established, new settlement patterns 
developed, and even new religions emerged. These are the data by which I study the 
middle ground colonialism that characterizes the colonial period in Beneficios Altos. 
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 Middle ground colonialism is a process of negotiation that at the same time miti-
gates and facilitates terra nullius colonialism. Terra nullius hegemony provides a back-
ground oppressive force. This oppression is countered by various forms of resistance. In a 
manner of speaking, the negotiation of middle ground colonialism is a form of resistance 
as it does not strictly conform to stated colonial policy. Most importantly, the negotiation 
takes place among individual agents representing their own interests. At times, depending 
on circumstances, a single individual may occupy either side of that negotiation process. 
For example, a rural priest acted as the agent of the alienating colonial pressures of the 
church. At other times, that same priest might have actively opposed the alienating pres-
sures exerted by encomienda tribute collectors, thereby realigning himself as an agent of 
negotiation (Deagan 2001:188-189). Roles are not entrenched based on ethnicity or class, 
but on circumstances dictating either the maximization of advantage or minimization of 
disadvantage (Kellog 2010:231). I have attempted to illustrate this process in Figure 2.1. 
It is important to note that this process of negotiation, instigated in this case by colonial-
ism, continues to describe the mitigation and survival of hegemonic pressures even 
after colonialism is official ended. This negotiation—“everyday resistance” or “resistant 
adaptation” to a ubiquitous colonial or post-colonial hegemony—between individual 
agents representing sometimes either, sometimes neither, and sometimes both sides is the 
process that defines the colonial and Early Independence periods in Beneficios Altos. 
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Figure 2.1: Model for Beneficios Altos Negotiation
2. Landscape
 The landscape has been variously understood as nothing more than the canvas 
upon which cultural events take place, a necessary and determining factor in precisely 
how cultures develop, and a participatory agent created by and active in the creation of 
cultures (Knapp and Ashmore 1998). As a result the appropriate means by which to deal 
with landscape from an archaeological perspective have also been debated. This section 
provides a brief introduction into the history of scholarship concerning this topic and 
follows with a more specific history of landscape analysis in the Maya region. Finally, I 
propose a cultural model by which landscape is addressed.
 
Brief History of Landscape Studies 
 Academic interest in archaeological landscapes has withstood many interpretive 
changes. The more traditional approach to the study of landscapes concerns the interac-
tion between human societies and their purely material environments (Brady 1997:602; 
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Sluyter 2002:37). In other words, patterns of human settlement were interpreted as 
strictly practical responses to the availability of resources (Steward 1955). This approach 
to the study of archaeological landscapes guided the past five decades of research on a 
global scale (Anschuetz et al. 2001:177). The material approach has, however, met with 
recent criticism. For instance, such research designs are “ill-equipped to detect the pos-
sibility that settlement location or configuration is determined by ideological or cosmo-
logical factors” (Brady 1997:602). Non-archaeological sources of information, such as 
ethnohistorical records and modern anthropological research, indicate that ideological 
factors, in fact, are of paramount importance (Brady 1997:602; Wilson 1993:123, 127-
129, 133-136). In response, landscape archaeologists, adopting theoretical frameworks 
from anthropology and cultural geography, have developed a more humanistic approach 
(Anschuetz et al. 2001:167, Lawrence and Low 1990:456-457, 461-476, Sluyter 2002:4-
5, 17-21, 184-185).
 A humanistic approach involves the study of conceptual as well as purely material 
aspects of the landscapes (Anschuetz et al. 2001:165-167, 170-171; Brady 1997:602; 
Knapp and Ashmore 1999:2-6, 8; Sluyter 2002:17-21). Landscape in this perspective 
serves as a cultural agent, able to affect individuals and cultures as much as it is affected 
by them (Anschuetz et al. 2001:175; Bender 1993:1, 3, 17; Cosgrove 1984:1-7; Knapp 
and Ashmore 1999:7-8; Sluyter 2002:26, 212; Thomas 1993). Thus, researchers employ-
ing a humanistic approach focus on the role of landscape as memory, identity, social 
order, and transformation (Anschuetz et al. 2001:175; Knapp and Ashmore 1999:13-19). 
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Likewise, features that often have been referred to as elements of “sacred landscapes” 
are given particular attention (Knapp and Ashmore 1999:1, 8). Within this perspective, 
important aspects of landscape can include gardens, parks, monuments, relict agricultural 
or economic landscapes, areas with religious associations, or any other synthetic combi-
nation of cultural and natural space (Anschuetz et al. 2001:160-161; Knapp and Ashmore 
1999:9). A major criticism of early applications of the humanistic approach was that they 
asserted a perspective while lacking a methodology suited to address specific questions 
(Anschuetz et al. 2001:176, 184; Brady 1997:602). 
 
Landscape Studies in the Maya Region
 The importance of landscape in the study of Maya civilization is a topic of fairly 
recent interest. Until recently, even cultural geographers have favored explanations such 
as astronomical orientations and political relationships in discussing Maya settlement. 
Fuson (1969:496) epitomizes this now widely rejected sentiment in his discussion of the 
general Classic Maya site, “topography had virtually no influence on the general [site] 
plan....  Water bodies also…appear to have had no influence on a [ceremonial] center’s 
morphology.” Following Willey’s settlement survey in the Viru Valley, and later in 
the Belize River Valley, archaeologists began to pay greater attention to the landscape 
(Anschuetz et al. 2001:168-169; Ford and Fedick 1992:37). Much of the earliest archaeo-
logical research into the landscapes of the Maya region, therefore, focused on settlement 
patterns and the distribution of administrative centers around resources such as water, 
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obsidian, and agriculturally fertile land (Adams et al. 1981:1457-1458, 1463; Fedick and 
Ford 1990:20-24, 28-29; Ford and Fedick 1992:44-46). 
 Ensuing discussion of both material and humanistic landscape features employs 
a model provided by Knapp and Ashmore (1999:10-11) that includes categories of 
conceptualized and constructed landscapes. These categories are not mutually exclusive 
but are distinct in the ways they are experienced and inhabited. This discussion is limited 
to features that are encountered within the study region.
 Constructed Landscapes. The constructed landscape category refers to 
“alter[ations] to the visual character of landscape” including the “erection of monuments” 
but also “subtle construction [that does not] radically change the topography” (Knapp 
and Ashmore 1999:10). Stone mounds and pyramids are the most prominent features 
of the constructed landscape of the Precolumbian occupation of the study region. Stone 
and masonry churches ranging from small single-room buildings to massive monastery 
complexes dominate the landscape after the arrival of Spaniards. These too have been 
analyzed according to their imbedded symbols and architectural layouts (Perry and Perry 
1988).
 Conceptualized Landscapes. These “landscapes are characterized by powerful 
religious, artistic or other cultural meanings invested in natural features rather than in 
material culture or monuments, which are insignificant or absent” (Knapp and Ashmore 
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1999:11). In our ethnographic and archaeological understanding of Yucatec Maya, the 
most important of these features are natural openings into the earth such as cenotes and 
caves as well as artificial openings like sascaberas (Brady 1992:7; 1997:603, 612-613; 
Brady and Ashmore 1999:126-127; Folan 1978:84-85). The importance of caves is 
intimately tied to Maya cosmology and has been validated by the many archaeological 
investigations into such features throughout the Maya region that have yielded evidence 
of ritual use (Brady 1992:6-7; 1997:604, 614; Rue et al. 1989; Thompson 1959:122-124, 
128-129). These features maintain their significance long after the implementation of 
Spanish rule, sometimes to the great chagrin of the Spaniards (Alexander 2004:40-41; 
Farriss 1984:292, 340; Landa 1978:50, 94-96).
 It has become increasingly apparent that the features of the constructed landscape 
frequently reflect and coordinate with features of the conceptualized landscape (Brady 
1997:605-615; Brady and Ashmore 1999:128; Heyden 1975). A clear example of this 
from Precolumbian research concerns the Maya causeway, or sacbe. These raised path-
ways were widely distributed throughout the Maya region, mainly in the Yucatán pen-
insula (Folan 1991:222). Like mounds and pyramids, sacbeob are interpreted in several 
ways. Some archaeologists stress their potential practical/material functions in transporta-
tion, trade, warfare, and water management (Chase et al. 1990:501-503; Hassig 1991:18; 
Healy 1990:251-252; Reid 1995:121; Scarborough 1983:727; Shaw 2008:117-118; 124). 
Others give interpretive priority to their humanistic role in establishing political alliances 
between sites, demonstrating status differences within sites, or reflecting cosmological 
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associations like that of the quadripartite nature of the universe or the umbilical-like 
connection between the heavens and earth (Chase et al. 1990:502; Fedick et al. 1995:129; 
Folan 1978:79; Folan 1991:226-227; Folan et al. 1983:82; Freidel, Schele and Parker 
1993:105-107, 161-162; Kurjack and Andrews 1976:323; Reid 1995:121; Scarborough 
1983:737; Shaw 2008:109-116, 119-120, 122-124). By no means are such interpretations 
mutually exclusive. To the contrary, features of the constructed landscape cannot be 
easily isolated from the discussion of the conceptualized landscape (Brady and Ashmore 
1999:125-126; Knapp and Ashmore 1999:11).
 Research into the historical landscape of New Spain has largely centered on 
the immediate material effects of conquest and colonization (Butzer 1992:346-347). A 
prominent example is the debunking of the myth that the Americas were pristine before 
European contact; recent scholarship has demonstrated that the landscape of this hemi-
sphere was less of a wilderness in 1492 than it was three centuries later (Butzer 1992:348; 
Denevan 1992:369-370, 381). The “pristine” nature of the landscape is more directly 
attributable to the depopulation that attended the introduction of European diseases 
than to indigenous use of the land (Butzer 1992:352, 354-356; Denevan 1992:370-371). 
Recent work complements such analysis of the material landscape by addressing the 
conceptualized landscapes of the Spaniards (Sluyter 2002:4-5). Evidence from sources as 
disparate as Columbus’s first settlement at La Isabela, to the cattle ranches of Veracruz, 
to the city-plan of the Central Mexican town of Puebla  and even from an analysis of 
colonial-period map-making has indicated that Spaniards often attempted to recreate their 
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home landscapes as they established themselves in the New World (Butzer 1992:361-362; 
Craib 2000:20-24; Deagan and Cruxent 2002:101; Sluyter 2002:13-15, 63-79, 177-184). 
 These examples highlight the types of factors beyond physical and geographical 
features (discussed in Chapter 3) that must be taken into account in any assessment of 
the cultural landscape of Yucatán.  Adequate understanding must incorporate the material 
and humanistic properties of the landscape. It must also recognize the conceptualized 
universe of both the colonized and the colonizers as reflected in their signatures on the 
constructed landscape available for study today. Furthermore, it must take into account 
the effects of time. The interaction between colonizer and colonized produced a new 
constructed landscape that then influenced the conceptualized landscapes of generations 
that followed. In a sense, then, this theory for approaching landscape is something of a 
modification on the Hegelian Dialectical Model as depicted in Figure 2.2.
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Figure 2.2: Model for Beneficios Altos Landscape as Hegelian Dialectic
 Model for this Study. Spanish colonialism, like all examples of territorial colonial-
ism, is by its nature a process of redefining landscape: 
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 Throughout the Americas, one of the major realms of European imperialism, 
 colonization transformed landscapes on a scale and to a degree unprecedented 
 since retreat of the continental ice sheets. (Sluyter 2002:3)
In a drastically oversimplified sense, land and resources were redefined as property 
of the Crown, adminisitered by different segments of colonial society. This is a very 
straightforward materialistic approach to the question of the role of the landscape under 
colonial circumstances. In fact, as will be demonstrated in Chapter 3, some of the earliest 
actions of the colonial administration applied directly to the question of how to best 
achieve that redefinition; however, the colonial program was negotiated.  Though policies 
were enacted that redistributed not only the products of the landscape but its people as 
well, these policies were met with independent decisions that acquiesced, refused, or, 
in many cases, struck a form of mutually acceptable compromise. Thus, the settlement 
pattern of Beneficios Altos neither fully reflects nor contradicts colonial policy. Though 
spaces sacred in the Precolumbian cosmology were often re-conceptualized as centers of 
Catholic worship, those spaces did not lose their meaning and significance. Thus, while 
a newly constructed landscape may replace its predecessor, the conceptualized landscape 
may persevere. The reasons that factor into the negotiation of landscape must be viewed 
as both materialistically pragmatic and humanistically motivated. Colonial populations 
that built their villages on top of Precolumbian sites likely did so not just because of the 
adjacent cornfields and known water sources, but also because of the deeper ties to place. 
The decisions to pick certain locations were informed not only by foreign priests and set-
tlers, but also by powerful members of the colonized population (Robinson 1997:65-66). 
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This dissertation approaches landscape as a multivalent category of archaeological data 
the uses and meanings of which change through time in rhythm with colonial negotia-
tions.
42
CHAPTER 3
STUDY AREA: BENEFICIOS ALTOS
 In this study the constructed landscape of colonialism and its aftermath I focus on 
the interior southern-central portion of the Yucatán peninsula—the very edge of Spanish 
control (Figure 3.1). Designated Beneficios Altos, this area serves as the particular land-
scape by which I investigate the negotiation of hegemonic alienating pressures. In this 
chapter I place Beneficios Altos in context, discussing the historically attested themes and 
patterns of hegemonic alienation for the wider region of Yucatán, as well as the specific 
geographic and archaeological characteristics of Beneficios Altos. 
Figure 3.1: Location of Beneficios Altos within the Yucatán Peninsula
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 During recent archaeological investigations, a portion of this area has been called 
the Cochuah region. Upon the arrival of the Spaniards, “Cochuah” was the surname of 
the individual (and lineage) who personified centralized political power in charge of a 
hierarchy of lower-level community leaders and a loosely defined geographic territory 
(Gerhard 1979:5, 75, 79-80; Patch 1993:58-61; Quezada 1985:663, 665; Roys 1939:3; 
1972:59-60). The area was redefined and re-conceptualized into the Spanish colonial 
structure and renamed Beneficios Altos until Mexican Independence (Gerhard 1979:60). 
The difference on the ground between the boundaries of Beneficios Altos and those of 
Cochuah match quite closely, but the difference in terminology is important (Restall 
1997:49; Roys 1965: 660; Flores 2004). First, the settlements that are addressed in this 
study, although almost universally underlain by Precolumbian deposits, are creations 
of the colonial period and are, therefore, more appropriately discussed as elements of 
Beneficios Altos. On a more theoretical level, while referring to the area as Cochuah has 
some utility for the investigation of the Precolumbian occupation of the region, to do so 
in addressing any of the events following the establishment of Spanish rule is, in fact, a 
denial of an  important aspect of the colonial process. The arrival of Spaniards threw the 
existing political structure into upheaval. Outside the larger cities, certain positions of 
power continued to be held by indigenous members of the community (Gerhard 1993:54; 
Roys 1972:138-140; Rugeley 1996:13).  Sometimes these positions remained in the 
hands of the dominant lineages, especially among families that had allied with the Span-
ish invaders shortly after their arrival (Roys 1972:129-133). In other cases, established 
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families were less politically flexible or had sacrificed their prestige through resistance 
and, therefore, lost their positions to strategically agile usurpers who were better suited to 
take advantage of the changing circumstances (Roys 1972:135-136; Rugeley 1996:6). In 
that sense, then, “Cochuah” is possibly the least accurate moniker for discussing colonial 
settlement. For the remainder of this study, the region will be referred to as Beneficios 
Altos.
 Politically, Beneficios Altos occupied a peripheral role in the Spanish colonial 
structure. It was among the more remote areas, home to none of the major colonial cities. 
It was defined on the west by the Puuc hills and to the east by the Carribean Sea (Gerhard 
1997:79; Roys 1965:660). Its northern border is generally believed to have followed 
the Precolumbian boundary separating the territories of the Cochuah from those of the 
Cupul and Cocom families (Gerhard 1979:75; Roys 1972:193). Most important to this 
study is its southern border, which represents the southern limit of Spanish administrative 
control in Yucatán (Farriss 1978:202; Farriss 1984:16-18; Gerhard 1993:79-80; Graham 
1991:319; Restall 1997:49; Roys 1972:17, 59-60). Throughout its history this region 
was home to a population of residents of Maya descent that vastly outnumbered resident 
Spaniards (Patch 1993:152, 236, 240; Restall 1997:170, 174-176).
 Beneficios Altos was not a particularly profitable province. Though apparently 
thriving at the time of first contact with Spaniards, as a colonial province it had neither 
the larger centralized populations found in the north, nor the agricultural fertility of the 
west (Gerhard 1993:79; Landa 1978:1, 93).  Though some early abuses are documented, 
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Beneficios Altos is conspicuously absent from later lists recording profits obtained by 
the abusive and illegal practice of repartimiento  (Bernal 2005:159-161; Patch 1993:78). 
Beneficios Altos barely participated in the economic boom industries of the Yucatán 
peninsula, such as henequen production or cattle raising, although there were later at-
tempts at both and burgeoning success with sugar cultivation (Patch 1993:145-148, 207; 
Rugeley 1996:17). The province was economically viable only because of its encomienda 
revenue, limited corn tribute, and access to trade in “jungle” products from further south 
(Farriss 1984:18, 75, 120-122; Patch 1993:46-47; Rugeley 1996:6, 11). 
 In part because of its remoteness and relative poverty, the province was not home 
to a large Spanish population. In fact,by the time of the later Bourbon Reforms it was 
explicitly illegal for Spaniards to live in Maya communities as the two groups were to be 
maintained as independent Repúblicas (Black 1997:83; Gerhard 1993:29; Patch 1993:21, 
81, 137).  Most likely the Spanish presence in even the larger Beneficios Altos settle-
ments would have been limited to an assigned priest and his non-Maya staff (Alexander 
2004:45; Rugeley 1996:9). Although the region was officially subject to the same policies 
as its neighbors throughout the peninsula, local demographics led to increased autonomy 
in the provincial communities. Pragmatically, inhabitants of rural Beneficios Altos paid 
taxes through indigenous middlemen to large landowners in Valladolid (Roys 1972:155; 
Rugeley 1996:12). 
 Though this system was an administrative adaptation to the circumstances of fron-
tier life, there is also a secondary explanation for the demographics specific to the region. 
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There is reason to believe that an increased Spanish presence in Beneficios Altos may 
have led to more problems than it solved. During early attempts at conquest (Montejo 
entradas), Cochuah people were reputed to be among the most ferociously resistant Maya 
groups (Chamberlain 1939:353; Chamberlain 1966:99-113, 220; Clendinnen 2003:26; 
Landa 1978:25). In the initial stages of Montejo’s 1540s attempts to pacify Yucatán, there 
were many battles (Chamberlain 1939:352; Chamberlain 1966). It is assumed that among 
the most notable was the battle for T’ho, now Merida, but violence also consistently 
thwarted attempts to settle the east coast (Chamberlain 1939:353; Clendinnen 2003:31; 
Gerhard 1993:114; Roys 1972:69). In all of this, however, there is special mention of 
“truculent” Cochuah resistance (Chamberlain 1939:353; Chamberlain 1966:100-113, 160, 
220, 223). The Yucatán peninsula is considered to have been conquered in 1546-1547 
(Chamberlain 1939:351; Chamberlain 1966:271; Gerhard 1993:8, 56). Mérida was 
founded as a Spanish capital and rebuilt into its current colonial form in 1542; Valladolid 
replaced its Maya predecessor, Zaci, in 1544; Salamanca de Bacalar was officially 
established in 1544; and Campeche in 1540 (Clendinnen 2003:29, 31; Gerhard 1993:69, 
100, 115, 139-140; Roys 1972:176). 1546 remains the official date of peninsula-wide 
conquest, because during that year the last concerted indigenous resistance against the 
initial invasion was defeated by conquistadors and their indigenous allies. That resistance 
was fought by an alliance of groups from eastern Yucatán, including those of Cupul, 
Sotuta, Tazes, Uaymil-Chetumal, and Chikinchel, but with its origins among the Cochuah 
(Bricker 1981:18; Chamberlain 1966:237-252; Gerhard 1993:8). A later uprising, known 
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variously as the Quisteil/Cisteil revolt or Jacinto Canek rebellion, occurred November 
1761. While an immediate cause of this particular bought of violence may have been a 
criollo merchant’s refusal to sell liquor to a crowd of indigenous celbrants,  this occurred 
in the context in which the transfer of ownership of a large hacienda threatened the 
income of many villagers (Alexander 2004:7, 46-47; Bricker 1981:71; Patch 1998:74; 
Rugeley 1993:14-15; Roys 1972:168). The village of Cisteil, located in the province 
of Tixcacaltuyu but founded largely by Maya residents of the Beneficios Altos, was 
located north of the town of Ichmul and west of Chikindzonot (Alexander 2004:46, 
Bricker 1981:74; Rugeley 1993:14). Finally, as discussed in Chapter 6, the “most suc-
cessful Indian revolt in New World history”, known as the Caste War, originated within 
Beneficios Altos towns (Bricker 1981:87). Perhaps this generations-long reputation for 
violent resistance was another factor, along with its remote location and lack of economic 
opportunity, which kept the population of Beneficios Altos almost exclusively indigenous 
until dramatic political changes occurred during the nineteenth century.
1. Hegemonic Alienation in Yucatán
 Beneficios Altos played its unique role in the history of colonization of Yucatán, 
but it was also under the same colonial hegemony as the rest of the peninsula. The 
colonial policies employed to manifested those hegemonic pressures on the landscape 
were as significant in Beneficios Altos as anywhere else. Thus, in order to appropriately 
contextualize the study area, this section introduces some of the fundamental political, 
social, economic, and religious policies that established the ubiquitous pressure of hege-
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monic colonial alienation (Deagan 2001:179).
Reducción 
 The umbrella term encapsulating the processes by which colonial alienation 
was imposed and, accordingly, negotiated was the “total project” of  reducción (Hanks 
2010:xiv). “To put it distinctly modern terms, the reducción represents the systematic 
attempt to design and inculcate a new habitus in the Indian communities” (Hanks 
2010:7).  Hanks (2010) describes the linguistic aspect of this process demonstrating how 
Spaniards, particularly missionaries and priests, learned to speak Mayan languages and 
Maya residents learned to speak Spanish. To be more accurate, however, both sides of the 
colonial equation contributed to the creation  of a new “translanguage” that incorporated 
Spanish and Maya as both the metalanguages and object languages of given contexts 
(Hanks 2010:10). Thus, the language of the colonial process was at once Spanish, indig-
enous, and “reducido” (Hanks 2010:279). While this translanguage provided the medium 
of reducción, the accompanying policy of congregación crafted its occupied landscape, 
repartimiento exploited its market economy, and encomienda redistributed its agricultural 
products. 
 Congregación. The policy of congregación was implemented by colonial authori-
ties throughout the Spanish empire. This policy forced the nucleation of smaller scattered 
settlements into large towns modeled according to a Spanish, and earlier Roman, 
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template (Deagan 2001:189; Hanks 2004:2; Low 1995:749-751; 1996:867). Elsewhere 
this policy was a means of centralizing the thinning population of indigenous groups 
that was quickly decimated by foreign disease. In other cases, including the arid Yucatán 
peninsula and the mountains Guatemalan highlands, congregación was implemented as a 
response to the problems raised by an already geographically dispersed population. The 
policy was implemented officially in 1552 by the visiting administrative official Tomás 
López Medel, in order to “facilitate missionary instruction and surveillance” (Hanks 
2004:2). This is the policy that fundamentally restructured the Yucatecan and Beneficios 
Altos landscapes according to Spanish organizational models, thereby representing the 
hegemonic colonial pressure which with Beneficios Altos residents would negotiate. The 
landscapes available for archaeological study today are the product of that negotiation.
 Repartimiento. In Yucatán, repartimiento became the paramount economic 
strategy alienating laborers from the products of their labor. Repartimiento manipulated 
an otherwise open market system in a way that maximized the profit of the Spaniard or 
criollo at the direct expense of indigenous producers and artisans. A simplified example 
concerning the purchase of highly coveted beeswax and cotton cloth comes from Farriss 
(1984:44):
 Repartimiento agents invested in the motto ‘buy cheap and sell dear’ with a   
 special meaning. Cash was advanced for the cloth and wax well below    
 the market price. Also the standard amount of raw cotton advanced    
 was short-weighted, so that the Indians had to supply not only the labor but part   
 of the material as well. In addition, fraudulent weights and measures were    
 used when collecting the goods, so that the ‘pound’ of wax demanded was   
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 heavier than standard, and the length of cloth longer. The Indians     
 were also aware that when they had to buy cotton or wax themselves    
 to fill the quotas, the Spaniards, who controlled most local trade, sold it to    
 them at two or three times the purchase price they offered. 
While this was officially discouraged and eventually prohibited by the Crown and 
administration, it was carried out in a piecemeal fashion throughout the period and was 
supported by the muscle of the colonial structure (Farriss 1984:43; Patch 1993:30-31, 
167). In this sense, then, repartimiento can be considered a foundational element if not 
“the most important single mechanism” of the political/economic colonial strategy (Patch 
1993:155). 
 The practice of repartimiento was often recorded only in cases of such blatant 
abuse that official complaint was warranted.  Incidents of repartimiento in Beneficios 
Altos can be deduced indirectly from such complaints registered in the archives. Manuela 
Cristina García Bernal (2005:141-260) has recovered and published a summary of such 
incidences that occurred during the tenure of the notorious governor Rodrigo Flores de 
Aldana, who held that position twice between 1664 and 1669. Beneficios Altos communi-
ties are included among those abused by Aldana’s repartimiento network which involved 
embedding Spanish administrators, variously referred to as jueces repartidores, jueces 
de grana, jueces de agravios, and capitanes de guerra, into rural communities with the 
express purpose of exploiting local populations (Garcia Bernal 2005:156, 160, 168). 
 D. Juan del Castillo, one of these jueces repartidores, was given the jurisdiction of 
Beneficios Bajos and  Beneficios Altos, where he personally extracted 592 mantas (about 
9,472 pounds of raw cotton spun into large mantles), 2,466 patíes (14,796 pounds of raw 
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cotton spun into cloths of about a square meter each), 405 arrobas de cera (about 10,125 
pounds of wax) and 19 arrobas de grana (around 475 pounds of grain) (García Bernal 
2005:160; Patch 1983:86-89). These were conscripted from local indigenous laborers and 
then turned around by the administrators for a profit that tended to range between 33 and 
67 percent (Patch 1983:87). 
 With repartimiento abuses, we see clear evidence of alienation from the fruits 
of labor. By no means is this a subtle alienation. In most cases, it is safe to assume that 
the Maya producers were aware of the abuses they were suffering (Farriss 1984:43-45). 
As official policy, it might be assumed that repartimiento was a fact to which colonized 
Yucatec peoples needed to adapt in order to take part in the colonial market economy and 
take advantage of one of the few sources of capital. This is not always the case, however. 
Instead, we see the negotiated response of the colonized. Outright resistance might be the 
refusal to partake in the process; essentially opt out of that particular trade. In the case of 
Flores de Aldana’s excessive abuses, this response is attested by the mass exodus of Maya 
residents beyond the frontier of Spanish control (García Bernal 2005:180-182). 
 As demonstrated in the document cited above, some individuals pursued other 
courses of negotiation. The official complaints that brought about the documentation and 
punishments of people like D. Juan de Castillo were precisely the result of negotiated 
response. In this case, residents of the Beneficios Altos town, Tituc, were among those 
who were satisfied with neither the repartimiento abuses nor the abandonment of the 
market, so they instead acted through complaint and testimony in the interest of altering 
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the circumstances of that trade. 
 Encomienda. Ironically, the first stage of effective land alienation for Yucatec 
peoples was not officially a policy addressing the ownership of land. As a system of 
reward and motivation, grants were extended to the initial conquistadors involved in 
the pacification of Mesoamerica. This system, called encomienda, did not actually cede 
rights to the land itself; rather it identified a geographically discrete area and granted 
to the Spanish recipient – the encomendero – the tribute of the indigenous residents 
of those spatially defined areas (Alexander 2004:7; Clendinnen 1987:38-39; Deagan 
2001:186; Farriss 1978:197; Farriss 1984:39; Jones and Pendergast 1991:169; Kramer et 
al. 1991:263, 268, 271; Lockhart and Schwartz 1983:21, 68; Newson 1985:49; Pastore 
1997:341; Pinto 1991:227-228; Prem 1992:445; Sluyter 2002:88). Concerning Yucatán 
in particular, it quickly became evident that grants of this nature would be the only means 
by which transplanted Spaniards could hope to gain a profit. Yucatán, in stark contrast to 
Northern and Central Mexico and the Andean Mountains, had no precious metals, but it 
did hold a work force that had been less decimated by foreign pathogens than elsewhere. 
Encomienda was a perfect fit and, accordingly, was maintained much longer in Yucatán 
than the in rest of New Spain (Newson 1985:49; Prem 1992:446; Sluyter 2002:87-88). 
 While encomienda had no effect on land tenure – according to the Treaty of 
Tordesillas in 1494, the Spanish Crown asserted its “just title” of all lands west of Cape 
Verde – these grants did carry a spatial correlate (Deagan 2001:185). First, and perhaps 
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most obviously, the grants were defined by village boundaries and were therefore neces-
sarily geographic. More importantly, the language of the grant sidesteps the nature of 
the interaction between the population and their landscape. The tribute required from the 
people of these villages was a direct product of their labors. The labors of an agricultural 
people are directly related to the land upon which their products are cultivated. It fol-
lows, then, that tribute demands are minimally identical to land claims.  Officially, the 
common lands and tribute obligations were administered by the Repúblicas de Indios. 
This provided a level of interface between the farmer and the hegemonic tribute demand. 
Nevertheless, individual agriculturalists were parted from the products of his labor by 
encomienda. Thus, the distinction that encomiendas did not equal land was, to a degree, 
irrelevant. In that sense, the first round of disenfranchisement from Beneficios Altos lands 
came with the granting of encomiendas that involved indigenous pueblos.
Negotiated Hegemony
 The policies discussed above, repartimiento, encomienda, and most directly 
relevant to the study of settlement patterns, congregación, supply the fundamental back-
drop for the hegemonic alienating pressures of the early colonial period, the attendant 
processes of negotiation, the individual scale of those interactions and the archaeological 
signature that it impressed upon the landscape. With remainder of this dissertation I 
discuss in detail some of the elements of these regional, national and imperial policies to 
bring them into microhistorical focus. For example, while congregación was the basic 
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organizational principal of the Spanish Empire’s indigenous subjects throughout much of 
its territory, the description of the actual distribution and characteristics of the churches 
and chapels of Beneficios Altos in Chapter 4 serves to illustrate how that policy would 
have been experienced by individuals in the region – how that policy effected and inter-
sected with the preexisting landscape, how far a regional priest had to travel on his visita 
tours, how often an individual Maya farmer would expect to physically interact with the 
alienating pressure exerted by the church and its emissaries. The negotiation strategies 
designed to answer the congregación’s alienation from traditional landscapes will be is 
illustrated by the actual settlement distribution in Beneficos Altos. 
 The political and economic policies that accompanied congregación are also best 
understood on the microhistorical scale of individual communities and even individuals. 
Likewise, while it is widely understood that repartimiento was a fundamental element 
of the colonial exploitative economy, only a closer look at registered complaints from 
Beneficios Altos fully illustrates its microhistorical characteristics – that the application 
of the policy by a Spanish administrator in Beneficios Altos alienated individuals of the 
visita of Tituc from their own craft production until they were forced to negotiate those 
circumstances through legal recourse at the same that thierr neighbors fled beyond the 
limits of Spanish control. Finally, encomienda is known to be the Spanish administrative 
adaptation to the preexisting tribute-based economy of the region. The microhistorical 
investigation of the actual operation of the system in Beneficios Altos is discussed in 
Chapter 4 and indicates the degree to which individuals and individual families took 
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advantage of the policy while also identifying communities that suffered its abuses. For 
the next three centuries indigenous communities, families, and individuals employed 
strategies of negotiation to alleviate the alienating pressures introduced during the early 
colonial period.
   
2. Previous Archaeological Research in Beneficios Altos
 The section above introduces a historial context of negotiated hegemonic 
alienation that helped to shape the landscapes of Beneficios Altos. In this section and 
the following chapters, I shift focus to the physical characteristics of those landscapes. 
Following a brief geological description of the region, I provide a summary of the 
archaeological research that has targeted Beneficios Altos.
Geological Characteristics 
 Beneficios Altos is a flat limestone plain rising no higher than 150 meters above 
sea level (Gerhard 1997:79). Like the rest of the peninsula, inland Beneficios Altos is 
often relatively dry, with its annual 1200 millimeters of rain concentrated to a very short 
season (Gerhard 1997:79; Patch 1993:12). Despite being arid for most of the year, the 
province is covered with a low, dense scrub forest broken occasionally with somewhat 
taller trees. Meanwhile, though ground water is effectively nonexistent, the province’s 
watershed includes Lake Chichancanab—the peninsula’s largest closed body of water 
(Gerhard 1993:75). Furthermore, the southern swath of Yucatán’s ring of cenotes cuts 
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through Beneficios Altos (González-Herrera 2002; Normark 2008:224-227; Patch 
1993:11). These limestone solution sinkholes provide access points to ground water and 
served as the primary source of drinking water and locations of great cultural significance 
druing Precolumbian Maya occupation (Brady 1992:7; 1997:603, 612-613; Brady and 
Ashmore 1999:126-127; Folan 1978:84-85). With the arrival of Spaniards who wielded 
metal tools and introduced explosive powder, came the ability to dig wells (Roys 1972:4, 
177). Throughout Beneficios Altos, the water table tends to be found around twenty me-
ters below the surface. As a result, digging wells is no small feat (Roys 1972:4). Prior to 
the introduction of European technology, Beneficios Altos Maya residents do not seem to 
have invested heavily in digging wells. While the frequency of stone and sascab quarries 
and complex stone working suggests that Beneficios Altos residents had sufficient tech-
nology to access the water table, and monumental architecture and road networks attest to 
the organizational ability to carry out such a project, there remains no entirely convincing 
evidence of wells that predate colonial settlement (Kaeding 2008; Shaw 2008).
 The scant rainfall and lack of water sources create an environment in which 
farming is not easy but far from impossible. Like most of the Yucatán, many Maya 
residents of Beneficios Altos today are dedicated to swidden-based corn agriculture. 
This system, with roots that predate the arrival of Spaniards, involves a cycle of cutting 
and burning forest vegetation just before the seasonal rains and then planting corn 
in the pockets of dark soil that gather in depressions of otherwise exposed limestone 
(Clendinnen 2003:139-140; Roys 1972:38). This allows for at least a single harvest each 
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year for several consecutive years before the soil is depleted and fields are fallowed to 
allow recuperation (Alexander 2004:113; Farriss 1984:124-127; Patch 1993:15; Rugeley 
1996:9). In the meantime, the farmer moves on to a differnet field, called by the borrowed 
Nahua name milpa, to repeat the process in fresher soils. The amount of time that a milpa 
will be farmed and the subsequent duration for which it is fallowed is contingent on local 
environmental conditions and levels of intensification that are discussed in greater depth 
in Chapter 5. Today, as in the recent past, milpa agriculture is the primary activity of 
the farming population. Corn has always been supplemented by other crops and limited 
animal husbandry, however. Important supplementary activities during the colonial period 
included raising chickens, pigs, some cattle, bees for honey and wax, and growing beans, 
and, of course, cotton, which was particularly important in the tax and tribute structure 
(Alexander 2004:1; Farriss 1984:34, 39; Patch 1993:16, 27). The uncultivated areas of 
forest also provide a variety of resources, including fruits, especially in areas of abundant 
moisture like those that surround cenotes and rejolladas, and wild game, notably small 
deer that are still a prime target of occasional hunting expeditions.
 
Previous Research
 In large part because of nineteenth century unrest and violence associated with 
the Caste War, Beneficios Altos has not traditionally receive a great deal of attention from 
archaeologists (Gerhard 1993:75-81). Over the period of time during which archaeologi-
cal sites in northern and coastal Yucatán as well as those from deeper within the interior 
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forests were discovered, studied, and presented to an international audience, Beneficios 
Altos faced near-total abandonment and decades of hostility toward outside incursions—
be they foreign in the international sense or initiated by Mexicans who were effectively 
equivalent because they were foreign to the region (Burns 1977:260, 268). In some cases, 
hostility persists to the present day. As a result, the region is often represented as a blank 
spot on Yucatecan archaeological maps.
 A more pragmatic effect of the same cause is a lack of overall economic and 
architectural development in the central peninsula (Shaw 2004). The church at the 
Beneficios Altos town of Tihosuco serves as an analogy for the rest of the region in this 
respect.  In Tihosuco, formerly the headquarters for insurgent Maya militias during the 
Caste War, only a sliver of the church facade with its campanarios (false bell towers) 
and elaborately carved door jamb remains standing (Figure 3.2). Local accounts of what 
transpired to rid this church of its face range from a treasure hunter armed with dynamite 
to an insurgent siege on the church where criollo residents had sought refuge. What is 
indisputable is that this destruction occurred during the years of the Caste War, when the 
church and state had lost the ability to administer, defend, or rehabilitate these structures. 
When the state made its first attempt to do so under the direction of the Ruta de Iglesias 
reconstruction project, they were reportedly denied access to the church by Tihosuco’s 
Maya residents. Just how vehemently this reconstruction effort was opposed remains a 
matter of local legend. Tihosuco’s iconic church stands as a representation of Beneficios 
Altos in general—largely destroyed, but in a way preserved, by the events and lasting 
59
effects of the Caste War.
Figure 3.2: Ruined Church of Tihosuco
 While the coast of Quintana Roo has seen more construction and investment in 
tourism than anywhere else in the country, the interior of the state has remained compara-
tively untouched (Flores 2004:197; Flores and Kaeding 2004:183; Shaw 2003:1). Local 
power brokers who find this situation unfortunate have directed funds over the past few 
years towards road improvements and restorations in an effort to boost tourism, but the 
funds are scarce. This lack of construction and tourist development, while economically 
lamentable, has created a situation that is ideal for archaeological research. To put it 
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bluntly, the landscape that is currently available for study is not greatly altered from the 
landscape that was actively occupied at the onset of the Caste War.  Like the church of 
Tihosuco, the landscape of Beneficios Altos carries the scars of the Caste War alongside 
the architectural remains of the centuries leading up to that conflict. 
 Development aside, the war also resulted in near-total abandonment of the study 
area that started in many places around 1847 in response to a prolonged battle that 
centered on the Beneficios Altos town of Ichmul (Dumond 1997:102; Reed 1964:67-
69). Smaller battles and constant raids and skirmishes also attended this time period at 
Sacalaca and Saban and along all roads and settlements in between. Following these 
initial conflicts, families that lived in the region fled, either to the north to live among 
Yucatecans, or to the south where they joined either the militants headquartered at Chan 
Santa Cruz or attempted to live outside the conflict in the pacifico centers of Icaiche and 
Chichanha (Cline 1947; Dumond 1977; Jones 1977:143-146; 1989:273). While political 
and strategic allegiances drove families to decide where to resettle, one thing quickly 
became clear: in order for any group to find security, buffer zones were needed to divide 
the people of the north from the people of the south, and the insurgents of the south from 
their pacífico neighbors. The resulting fragmented peninsula was dominated by a central 
swath, a no-man’s land, which cut directly through and consumed most of the study area. 
In many cases, even though the uprising was officially quelled in 1901, the towns of this 
area were not reoccupied until the 1950s. Featuring a history of roughly one hundred 
years of abandonment, an almost complete lack of the signature of development and 
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tourism, and a dearth of academic attention, Beneficios Altos provides an ideal case for 
historical archaeological investigation.
 Early Expeditions. Far from being a blank spot on the peninsula as it is repre-
sented in many archaeological maps, the region is host to a great deal of evidence for 
occupation dating from the Preclassic period onward (Shaw 2004, 2005, 2007). In fact, 
the province was reported to be the most populous and prosperous at the time of Spanish 
arrival (Chamberlain 1966:99; Gerhard 1993:79; Landa 1978:25). There is at least one 
very large regional center at Yo’Okop and others at Ichmul and Sacalaca (Shaw 2003, 
2005). Beyond these, there is extensive evidence for use of cave and cenote sites and 
smaller-scale settlements with monumental architecture. Finally, there are networks of 
roads both within and between sites suggesting a level of regional complexity that far sur-
passes its representation in academic discourse (Normark and Flores 2004; Shaw 2003). 
All of this has captured the attention of the academic world in only a handful of circum-
stances.  The first came in the form of a pseudo-scientific 1926 expedition sponsored by 
the New York Times (Mason 1927). The crew consisted of photographer Gregory Mason 
and the Harvard-trained archaeologist Herbert Spinden. The product of their labors was 
a presentation of photographs registering some of the archaeological monuments of 
the region and a travel epic written as an exciting narrative but only loosely descriptive 
of their archaeological observations. They traveled by boat for the most part, gaining 
access to coastal sites along the Caribbean but severely limiting their exposure to most 
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of Beneficios Altos—a region that has no interior waterways (Figure 3.3).  Nevertheless, 
their publication constitutes the first archaeologically-attested introduction to some of the 
sites of the region. The Mason/Spinden expedition is revisited in Chapter 6.
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Figure 3.3: Early Exploration Routes
  A more intensive and specifically archaeological expedition was launched by 
the Carnegie Institute. This investigation, also illustrated in Figure 3.3, was dedicated 
specifically to the registration of archaeological remains east of the city of Peto (in other 
words: Beneficios Altos towns) and was published in 1955 by Gustav Stromsvick, H. E. 
D. Pollock, and Heinrich Berlin (Flores and Normark 2004a:55; Normark 2003:22; Shaw 
2004a:4; Stromsvik et al. 1955:170-171). Towards this goal, they hired local guides and 
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informants and were quickly escorted to some of the more immediately impressive monu-
ments. Included among those targeted by Stromsvik, Pollock, and Berlin were the sites of 
Ichmul and Yo’Okop. They did, however, move quickly. Although they conducted their 
investigations in a scientific archaeological manner and they did examine the ceramic 
and architectural evidence to which they could gain access, they did so at such a pace so 
as to limit their ability to be either extensive or intensive in any real sense. They mention 
pyramidal and palace structures near Calotmul with Puuc-style stones (Stromsvik et al. 
1955:169-170). Their report includes a brief description of the colonial architecture and a 
rudimentary ceramic analysis of the pottery of Ichmul stating that the surface assemblage 
suggested a major occupation during the Late Classic period with a tie to the Puuc region 
(Stromsvik et al. 1955:170-171). Furthermore, they were able to enter a vaulted building 
(no longer accessible) in which they saw previous phases of architecture and architectural 
parallels, again, to the Puuc region (Stromsvik et al. 1955:171). They note the sacbe 
connecting the nearby town of Xquerol and describe the few hours they spent among the 
archaeological remains at the ceremonial center of Yo’Okop (Stromsvik et al. 1955:172). 
These two works, Mason and Spinden’s photographic introduction and Stromsvik, 
Pollock, and Berlin’s preliminary archaeological assessment constitute the whole of 
academic research prior to the 21st-century. 
 Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey. Today, the region is the focus of the 
ongoing Cochuah Regional Archaeological Survey (CRAS), led by Dr. Justine Shaw 
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and Dr. David Johnstone. Originating as the Proyecto Arquelogico Yo’okop in 2001, 
which focused on the area’s largest Classic-period Maya site, the project developed into 
a wide-ranging survey effort to locate and document a variety of sites including caves 
and cenotes, Precolumbian Maya sites, features such as preshipanic roads (sacbeob), 
and soft limestone quarries (sascaberas), and any historical sites related to occupation, 
agriculture, and the events of the Caste War. The sites are registered by GPS coordinates, 
providing a growing map of the cultural landscape on a regional scale (Figure 3.4).  Many 
sites have been mapped in detail by total station to capture the topographic signatures and 
internal relationships among architectural features of both Precolumbian and historical 
sites. Figure 3.4 shows the sites that have been mapped in detail; some single wells or 
isolated features are significant but are not included as they have not been mapped in 
detail. Finally, a few of the sites so far registered by CRAS team members have been 
investigated with small test excavations. The general intention guiding the excavation 
program has been to establish a background chronology of Precolumbian occupation 
based on ceramic deposits. While the CRAS project continues pursuing this intensive 
data collection, the primary goal remains the extensive documentation of the sites in the 
region. 
 My specific contribution and the data that are presented and analyzed in this 
study have been the documentation, via mapping and archival research, of archaeological 
remains that signify colonial-period and later occupation. As will be discussed in greater 
detail in the chapters to come, these data include towns that represent official and unof-
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ficial settlement nuclei during these periods; churches, official buildings and residences of 
those towns; and the ranchos and haciendas that stand as the architectural signatures of 
non-milpa agricultural pursuits. I analyze this dataset in accordance with the theoretical 
perspectives outlined in Chapter 2. I believe that this dataset, which is a constructed 
landscape that remains largely preserved in the region, is exactly the product of the 
processes described therein. The data I have collected are the product of the negotiations 
among various agents of the colonial world and represent negotiation between the con-
ceptualized landscapes of indigenous communities and those of foreign colonizers. This 
landscape is also a product of new cultural structures created by these negotiations that 
forced middle-ground colonialism from terra nullius hegemonic colonial and postcolonial 
policy.  Furthermore, this landscape was formed by the everyday resistance that served as 
a primary tool in the negotiated survival strategies developed by individuals representing 
both sides of the colonial equation. Finally, this landscape carries the signature of full-
scale resistance that found its origins in the final breakdown of the negotiation process. 
To this end, a historical study of the landscape of Beneficios Altos serves to illustrate the 
many facets of negotiation that mitigate of the hegemonic imperial impulse.
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CHAPTER 4
NEGOTIATED EQUILIBRIUM: 
EARLY AND MIDDLE COLONIAL PERIODS (1550-1750)
 Following conquest and the establishment of the colonial hegemonic policies 
discussed in the last chapter, there was a span of time that has been characterized as a 
Pax Colonial (Schroeder 1998:xiii-xx; Macleod 1998:130). This terminology has been 
criticized and with good reason. By no means were the years under colonial rule years 
of peace. Throughout the Spanish Empire, there were constant revolts and uprisings on 
local levels as well as larger rejections of perceived oppression (Archer 1998; Deeds 
1998; Gosner 1998; Macleod 1998; Patch 1998; Schroeder 1998; Spores 1998; Stark and 
Chance 2011:228; Taylor 1979). Likewise, the Empire saw frequent political infighting. 
As mentioned in Chapter 2, every level of resistance from the most passive to outright 
military revolt enjoyed a long and nearly constant history in Beneficios Altos. In fact, this 
period may better be described as an “established peace and hegemony [maintained by] a 
blend of monopoly of violence and potential for coercion, plus just enough legitimacy to 
persuade some of the dominated to accept or acquiesce to the status quo when weighed 
against the alternatives” (Macleod 1998:130). 
 While this study employs data that refute the notion of a “colonial peace,” there 
was relative stability during this era. Resistance was ever-present but local and state-
level administration had devised methods to address and minimize its impact (Macleod 
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1998:129-131; Rugeley 1996; Schroeder 1998:xiii, xvii; Taylor 1979:152). Likewise, 
there were established outlets through which disenfranchised subjects could seek empow-
erment. In other words, a system of negotiation became ingrained in the mundane and 
political lives of both the colonizers and the colonized which led to a degree of maintain-
able hegemony that has been misidentified as the Pax Colonial (Schroeder 1998:xvii). 
Violence was nearly ubiquitous; inequalities were ingrained; but a degree of stasis had 
been achieved through the creation of nearly equitable counter forces of hegemonic 
oppression and resistance (Stark and Chance 2011; Taylor 1979:170). If either side of 
the equation introduced further or new excesses, they would be met with unfavorable 
reaction (Taylor 1979:144-145, 157-158). Thus, the status quo was maintained through 
the negotiations of individual agents at local levels resulting in a larger scale equilibrium 
(Deagan 2001:179; Taylor 1979:144,152). One example of this negotiated equilibrium 
with a strong archaeological signature comes in the form of a settlement pattern that 
developed as a result of and as a reaction against the policy of congregación on the 
frontier of the Yucatán during the colonial period. This chapter discusses that settlement 
pattern and its signature on the landscape.
1. Colonial Settlement Pattern and Beneficios Altos
 Evidence from Beneficios Altos coupled with the research of Rani Alexander 
(2004) in the Yaxcaba parish directly to the north indicates that a fairly consistent settle-
ment pattern developed in response to the combination of colonial and environmental 
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circumstances (Alexander 2004:24, 69-72). While the pattern is somewhat stable, the 
process, on the other hand, seems quite the opposite. 
 The center of the colonial site distribution is the cabecera. A cabecera is quickly 
recognizable anywhere throughout the Spanish Americas. In fact, the basic model for 
town-building throughout the Empire draws from Roman roots (Deagan 2001:182, 
189-190; Low 1995:749-751, 759; Low 1996:8). At the very center, conceptually if 
not precisely spatially, is an open plaza. The plaza served as a focal point for the com-
munity. It would have served and continues to serve as the location for festivals, public 
gatherings, political events, and often markets. Communities that expanded to the size 
of colonial cities like Valladolid and Mérida maintain their focal points at the central 
grand plaza, while more distant neighborhoods built smaller satellite plazas as their own 
nuclei. On the rectangle of roads that establish the perimeter of the plaza itself stand large 
public buildings (Alexander 1997:29, 31; Black 1997:87; Farriss 1978:198; Lockhart and 
Schwartz 1983:39; Orellana 1973:129; Prem 1992:445; Weeks and Black 1991:246-248). 
On the frontier and in smaller communities these may have been  of perishable construc-
tion until the nineteenth century and even then the were often only masonry buildings in 
the settlement. As a rule, although there are exceptions, the church stood on the eastern 
side, facing west into the plaza. The church is often the largest monument in the area. 
The other three sides of the plaza were ringed by lower, longer administrative buildings. 
The function of these public buildings was specific to each community and changed 
through time but may have variously served as the senior public official’s residence, a 
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public meeting house, municipal storage, a school, a hospital, or a publicly-maintained 
guest house for visitors to the pueblo (Alexander 2004:76-79). The central plaza often 
features a public well. The cabecera sites I have surveyed with some degree of intensity 
are Sacalaca, Saban, and Ichmul. Tihosuco, Chikindzonot, and Chunhuhub are other 
cabecera sites in Beneficios Altos but have not yet been subject to intensive archaeologi-
cal survey.
 Within the cabecera, residents are largely distributed into two categories of 
household: higher- and lower-status. The distinction between the two refers largely to 
the level of economic wealth and political prestige that the individual residents of each 
cabecera exhibit. Of course, considering the entrenched social hierarchy, this often but 
not always translated into a racial separation as well (Alexander 2004:96). Wealthy and 
elite residents of the cabecera lived in higher-status households found in the blocks 
radiating outward from the settlement center. Proximity to the center itself indicated pres-
tige. This pattern is clearly demonstrated in Beneficios Altos by the fact that the houses 
nearest the center are the only decorated masonry buildings in the pueblo aside from the 
religious and administrative public buildings. Within the survey area, public buildings 
do not extend much further than a block and a half around the center. The remainder of 
settlement in the cabecera belongs in lower-status households. This category represents 
the vast majority of the population who lived in pole-and-thatch, apsidal houses along 
the roads that continue to radiate out from the center. These houses face the street and 
serve as a passageway into solares or house gardens blocked off by stone walls known 
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as albarradas. The solares often feature several outbuildings beyond the main house that 
were and continue to be used for cooking and storage.
 I assign the agricultural installations located in the otherwise uninhabited land 
surrounding the population centers to the hacienda/rancho zone. Throughout the docu-
mentary records, such sites are variously referred to as ranchos, haciendas, sitios, auxili-
ares, and estancias (Alexander 2004:96; Patch 1993:17). These settlements are discussed 
and presented in detail in later chapters more appropriate to the historical circumstances 
that inspired their foundation and development.  This chapter is limited to the changes 
that took place within the cabecera and visita settlement centers from their establishment 
according to the 1550s policy of congregación through the changes of the 1750s Bourbon 
Reforms.
Beneficios Altos Cabeceras and Visitas
 In the first instance of congregación, within decades of the policy’s establish-
ment in the 1550s, the dispersed populations of Beneficios Altos appear to have been 
reorganized into four cabeceras:  Chunhuhub, Ichmul, Sacalaca (Zacalaca), and Tihosuco 
(Gerhard 1993:76-78). Associated with these central settlements during the sixteenth 
century, we find mention of the following satellite communities: Chikindzonot, Ekpedz 
(Ekpes), Uaymax (Guaymax), Tiholop (Tixholop), and Tinum (Gerhard 1993:80). In 
1655, these are joined by Tituc, Polyuc, Celul (Xquerol), and Saban (Gerhard 1993:80). 
In the eighteenth century Dzonotchel and Petulillo are included (Gerhard 1993: 80). This 
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settlement hierarchy is presented below in Table 4.1. 
Table 4.1: Beneficios Altos Cabecera and Visita Settlements 
Cabeceras Visitas 
Chikindzonot Ekpedz
Chunhuhub Polyuc, Tituc
Ichmul Tiholop, Tinum, Xquerol, Uaymax, Saban
Sacalaca Dzonotchel, Petulillo
Tihosuco Tepich, Tela, Xcabil
 Population lists from the late eighteenth and nineteenth century indicate that this 
general distribution holds true with some changes (AME:1784a, 1804a, 1804b, 1804c). 
Specifically, the once visita settlement of Chikindzonot was, at some point, promoted to a 
cabecera with its own satellite community at Ekpedz. Likewise, while the site of Xcabil 
is listed as a hacienda in the vicinity of the Tihosuco cabecera in 1784, by 1804, Xcabil 
appears alongside the other satellite pueblos (AME:1784d, 1804c). These two examples 
serve to illustrate the flexibility in the nature of the settlement types while also suggesting 
that these last years of the colonial period saw greater fluctuation in population than 
during the middle colonial period. Figure 4.1 displays the network of cabecera and visita 
sites within Beneficios Altos.
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Figure 4.1: Beneficios Altos Cabecera and Visita Distribution
 The distribution of cabecera and visita settlements on the  Beneficios Altos 
created by the policy of congregación provides the basic outline for the remainder of this 
chapter. First, I discuss the primary economic reorganization of settlement that ac-
companied the distribution of tribute according to the policy of encomienda (see Chapter 
3). The structure of encomienda is the earliest historically documented testament to the 
organization of population across the landscape as it specifies the Beneficios Altos towns 
from which tribute is extracted. Next, I describe the material signature of congregación as 
is demonstrated by the distribution of Beneficios Altos churches and chapels, the first and 
primary element to be constructed in the newly created towns (Hanks 2004:38).
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2. Beneficios Altos Encomienda 
 This section presents and discusses encomienda data that has been collected from 
the Archivo General de Indios in Sevilla and published elsewhere by Manuela Cristina 
García Bernal (1978). Those awarded grants of encomienda, called encomenderos, were 
not given whole villages or even parts of adjacent populations. Instead it seems that the 
total tribute collected from within a village’s population was divided among various 
encomenderos. The encomenderos of Beneficios Altos settlements, often residents of Val-
ladolid, would collect a portion of the tribute from several villages that were sometimes 
quite distant from each other (Garcia Bernal 1972:53-54). I introduce the Beneficios Altos 
data below generally moving from north to south across the region.
Tihosuco and Chikindzonot
 At least two Beneficios Altos towns are listed together with one hundred percent 
frequency (Table 4.2) in the information presented here. Tihosuco and Chikindzonot are 
two of the early cabecera established for the region. The granting of the products from 
these towns begins in 1549 and probably the first generations of ownership was in the 
hands of an original conquistador (Carranza 1987:356).  This encomienda is also the 
latest to change hands within Beneficios Altos when Lorenzo Rodriguez de Beitla took 
over in 1709 – this last recorded Beneficios Altos transaction is almost eighty years prior 
to the abolition of the practice (Patch 1993:155, 163). 
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Table 4.2: Encomienda Grants including Tihosuco and Chikindzonot
(Garcia Bernal 1978:518, 544-545)
Ekpedz
 This small population on the far northern border of Beneficios Altos seems to 
have been one of the less profitable grants (Table 4.3). Ekpedz is very geographically 
close to the larger cabecera settlement of Chikindzonot, perhaps contributing to a drain 
of some of the smaller village’s tributaries.
Table 4.3: Encomienda Grants including Ekpedz 
(Garcia Bernal 1978:518, 544-545)
Ichmul
 Considering the population attributed to Ichmul at various times throughout the 
colonial period, the Ichmul encomienda was likely very lucrative (Roys 1959:159). At 
the various points in time where the registers record the value of the grant, this collection 
of tributaries ranks just behind the joint collection from Tihosuco/Chikindzonot and 
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Montejo’s Saban discussed below. The first two generations of this grant were given to 
Blas Gonzalez and the third remains with the Gonzalez name. While the name is common 
even among conquistadors, this valuable encomienda was likely in the hands of the 
family of Blas Gonzalez the early regidor or colonial administrative official (Carranza 
1987:356). The towns with which Ichmul was grouped were traditionally very small 
populations. Likely, this was an intentional means of keeping individual grants somewhat 
equitable rather than grouping large populations of tributaries together. The grants includ-
ing the Beneficios Altos towns of Ichmul and Tixholop are presented in Table 4.4.
Table 4.4: Encomienda Grants including Ichmul and Tixholop
(Garcia Bernal 1978:530, 548)
Sacalaca
 Considering that the pacification of Yucatán was officially completed in 1546, it is 
interesting to see that Sacalaca’s earliest encomienda was instituted in 1544 (Garcia Ber-
nal 1978:502-503) (Table 4.5). The second encomendero to hold this grant was Esteban 
Genovese 1549 (Garcia Bernal 1978:502-503). Genovese was one of the conquistadors 
who fought alongside Montejo during the Conquest of Yucatan and then became a citizen 
of Valladolid (Carranza 1987:356). It seems very likely that the initial encomendero, 
Velasco, refers to Martin de Velasco, another conquistador from the earliest stages of 
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conquest and a citizen of Valladolid (Carranza 1987:357). In fact, there were also two 
Pedro de Valencia’s involved in the initial conquest of the peninsula, though this is most 
likely the one that also resided in Valladolid (Carranza 1987:355,357). It would seem, 
then, that the ownership of this grant rested in the hands of conquistadors for at least 25 
years, from Velasco in 1544 until Valencia’s 1579 grant was passed to his successor. It is 
possible that the 1607 reissue of the grant to Esteban Genovese was the same Genovese 
that was awarded the encomienda in 1549, but perhaps the safer interpretation would 
be that this reissue sixty years later was a descendant or other namesake of the original 
conquistador rather than the encomendero listed earlier.  The nature of inheritance con-
cerning encomiendas will be discussed below.
 This list and the Beneficios Altos encomienda lists in general are not compre-
hensive. For example, in the years of 1661, 1663 and 1688, all of the Sacalaca tribute 
is accounted for among the grants listed. In 1661 the tribute was split between Doña 
Maria Nieto Rejon and Manuel Rodriguez de Sosa, menor.  Two years later, ownership 
changed hands and the products of Sacalaca were shared by the Colegio de la Compania 
de Jesus (Jesuit Order) and Don Ignacio de Escalante Barroto. Five years after that, it 
seems that Manuel Rodriguez de Sosa menor reclaims his half, Ignacio de Escalante 
Barroto maintains one of his quarter shares, and Don Carlos de Cevera acquired the final 
25% claim. In each of these years 100% of the Sacalaca tribute is spoken for. In the prior 
and intervening years, it may be that all of the tribute was awarded to people on this list 
who maintained their grants but were not listed since the titles did not change hands. It 
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is equally possible that this is a partial list and that the destination of some of the enco-
mienda tribute have been lost to history.
Table 4.5: Encomienda Grants including Sacalaca
(Garcia Bernal 1978:502-503, 540-541)
Saban
 In this register of Saban’s tribute (Table 4.6) the allotment is not a direct represen-
tation of the percentage of the claim. Otherwise, in a year like 1676, Don Antonio Marin, 
Don Pedro de Vivanco Villagomez, Hospital de San Juan de Dios de Campeche, and 
Doña Inez de Leiva y Espinosa all held 100% title to Saban’s tribute. This is not impos-
sible – perhaps the title was transferred several times over the course of that year – but 
it seems unlikely. Instead, it may be that the encomiendas were recorded in a different 
fashion than they had been in Sacalaca. A strong indication to this effect comes from the 
simple fact that Don Antonio Marin’s 1676 claim is valued at 200 ducats while Vivanco 
Villagomez’s from the same year is more than double that at 500 ducats and the Hospital 
de San Juan de Dios de Campeche was valued in specie. Regardless of the different 
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recording approach, it is obvious that the encomienda in Saban has a deep and somewhat 
prestigious history. The first to hold claim is none other than Francisco de Montejo in 
1549—immediately following his establishment as governor—which may serve as an 
indication of Saban’s desirability as a tributary community.
Table 4.6: Encomienda Grants including Saban
(Garcia Bernal 1978:521, 546)
 
Uaymax
 Table 4.7 presents the tribute information for the encomienda grant including 
the Beneficios Altos pueblo of Uaymax. According to recovered data, it may be the case 
that Uaymax was not distinguished as a grant until 1579, about thirty years later than the 
majority of the other Beneficios Altos towns. The lack of early claims may be a product 
of missing records. In fact, 1579 is one of the earliest records from many of the other 
regional registers, which may indicate a regional reassessment during that year. Based on 
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the other grants of Beneficios Altos, then, a 1579 award would suggest that only the 1549 
encomendero may be missing from this register. On the other hand, if a reassessment 
was conducted in 1579, it could be that only during that year was Uaymax identified as 
a population that should be administered separately from the residents of the pueblo of 
Saban as their central plazas are less than 1.5 kilometers apart. In that sense, perhaps it is 
not surprising that the first encomendero, Juan de Magana Arroyo, is not listed anywhere 
among the peninsula’s original conquistadors. Interestingly, the number of recorded 
tributaries in Saban is divided by almost exactly half between the register of 1549 and 
that of 1579 which may be interpreted as further support of the suggestion that the two 
settlements were initially recorded together.
Table 4.7: Encomienda Grants including Uaymax
(Garcia Bernal 1978:510, 520, 545)  
Chunhuhub
 On the opposite side of the scale from Ichmul, Chunhuhub seems like it would 
have been among the least desirable grant in Beneficios Altos. Due to its remote location 
on the far southern border of Spanish control, it would have been particularly easy for 
residents of Chunhuhub to avoid their tribute requirements while it would have been 
particularly expensive to conduct those collections. Nevertheless, this remote population 
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was claimed in grants immediately following pacification through 1658 (Table 4.8). 
Oddly, though located at the furthest possible distance from the capitol, the earliest enco-
mendero, the conquistador Pedro Garcia, was a resident of Mérida (Carranza 1987:355).
Table 4.8: Encomienda Grants including Chunhuhub
(Garcia Bernal 1978:509-510)
Microhistorical Aspects of Encomienda Alienation 
 The data presented above details the broad strokes and quantification of how some 
Beneficios Altos populations were officially alienated from the products of their labor. 
There are nuances contained within these data when interrogated from a microhistorical 
perspective that hint at the degree to which this alienation was so completely internal-
ized from the perspective of the colonizers. These nuances are seen most specifically 
in evidence concerning the ownership and transfer of the grants through generations. 
The section below introduces some of the interesting aspects of the administration of 
encomienda in Beneficios Altos.
 Inheritability. Encomienda grants were supposed to be inheritable to only one 
generation as a means of ensuring that the conquistador class was not able to establish 
a New World aristocracy to directly rival the authority of the Spanish king. To that end, 
the renewal of encomiendas by the same encomenderos eventually met with the limits 
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of their terms and necessarily changed hands. The above data (Tables 4.2-4.8) indicate 
that the passing on of encomienda grants in the Beneficios Altos to children or spouses 
was often limited as required. The grants maintained internal consistency while changing 
hands, presumably through sale or reallocation at the hands of government administra-
tors. As a result, we see the original alienation of the indigenous residents turn a profit for 
generations within a single family then pass into the hands of different wealthy Spaniards.
 
 Women Encomenderas. Tihosuco/Chikindzonot’s second encomendero is an inter-
esting case (Table 4.2). There is a note appended to the claim of Antonio Mendez reading 
“por su esposa Maria Hernandez” that suggests a certain sequence of legal ownership. 
Francisco Hernandez was the first encomendero and likely participated in the pacification 
of the peninsula. It seems likely, though I have not uncovered any direct evidence to this 
effect, that when Francisco Hernandez died he left his claim to his wife, Maria. Similar 
situations are noted elsewhere in the peninsula which carries the implication that women 
encomenderas were rare cases. That does not appear to hold for the history of Beneficios 
Altos. In the grants from Sacalaca three women are listed, Saban has five including Dona 
Beatriz de Montejo – not only a woman, not only a second-generation Montejo, but, in 
fact, “the first child born in Yucatan of Spanish parents” (Blom 1936:97) – Tihosuco/
Chikindzonot has one woman, Uaymax lists another three, Ichmul has four and Ekpedz 
lists two. While the exact means of inheritance or acquisition of this grants is not entirely 
clear, it is safe to say that this is not an extremely rare situation.
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Indigenous Interaction
 Interestingly, the two over arching themes of colonization presented in detail 
above, spiritual and economic, often came into direct conflict with each other (Black 
1997:89; Blom 1936:99; Clendinnen 2003:51, 57-71; Lockhart and Schwartz 1983:73, 
108-109; Newson 1985:49; Pastore 1997:329, 340, 344; Williams 1999:401, 406-407). 
While the multitude of economic demands of the church rivalled and, in fact, often 
surpassed the burden of the state, the express mission of the Franciscan order was to 
establish a Utopian Christian community reliant on the preservation of the supposed 
innocence of the indigenous (Alexander 2004:42; Bricker 1981:93; Hanks 2010:3; Patch 
1993;28-29,181). Similar sentiments drove the mission system throughout the Americas. 
The encomenderos, on the other hand, exclusively sought economic profit. Their inten-
tions necessarily exposed the supposed innocents to the exact same European corruptive 
vices that the friars sought to eliminate in New Spain. As a result, a history of personal 
heated conflicts developed between representatives of the secular/political administration 
and those of the Franciscans, notably Diego de Landa (Blom 1936:108,114; Chamberlain 
1966:314-315; Chuchiak 2005). While these two entities fought through legal restrictions, 
battles of jurisdiction, excommunication, exile, and complaints that reached Mexico City 
and even the King of Spain, the argument was ostensibly over the best preservation of the 
well-being of the indigenous majority; most contentiously with regards to the treatment 
of individuals suspected of idolatry (Chuchiak 2005). Not surprisingly, representatives of 
the Maya communities were not passive in this process. In another example of negotiated 
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response that characterized the behavior of the colonized in this study; Maya community 
leaders were very active in petitioning each side of the political/religious conflict against 
the other often with the aim of minimizing financial obligations (Clendinnen 2003:73-
92).  The resulting struggle distracted Franciscan friars and secular priests which left 
something of an authority vacuum in the villages. The struggle for jurisdiction, therefore, 
ironically served to preserve Precolumbian Maya cultures and religious practices in rural 
areas.
 While certain practices and cultural characteristics may have been buffered from 
hegemonic redefinition by negotiation strategies, the landscape generally was not. As en-
comienda redefined the tribute network of the region, congregación redefined the physi-
cal landscape. The following section discusses the material signature of congregación.
3. Beneficios Altos Congregación
 The reorganization of the newly redefined landscape was carried out at several 
different levels. The primary administrative division was the designation of partidos of 
which Beneficios Altos is one. The peninsula was also split into parishes administered 
by either secular priests or mendicant orders, predominantly Franciscans. There was 
considerable overlap between the state and religious structures especially on the frontier 
as the seats for partido administration were often also the cabeceras de doctrina, or 
local religious headquarters. Satellite communities that developed on the outskirts of 
the original congregación towns eventually became visita religious centers with smaller 
churches administered by regional priests on a rotational basis. Each of these settlements 
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carries a material signature dominated by a class of religious structures that was then new 
to the region.
Churches and Chapels: Classification and Terminology
 Within the corpus of literature that addresses these religious structures, there is 
considerable confusion in application of certain terms ranging from the designation of 
particular architectural elements to the definition of a church itself. Elizabeth Graham 
(2011) has recently tackled the issue in an effort to offer a standardized terminology. 
Most importantly, Graham (2011:179) distinguishes between a chapel and church: “a 
church is...the consecrated building where Mass is said and which serves the community; 
it can be any size.” A chapel, in this historically-informed typology, serves a part or sub-
section of that larger church community—conceivably the indigenous population, or the 
Spaniards, or even the friars themselves (Graham 2011:187). Physical size, then, is not a 
factor (Graham 2011:187). Graham further identifies the specific areas within churches 
and chapels. The “sanctuary” is equivalent to the term “presbytery” and is the area that 
hosts the altar (Graham 2011:176). The “nave” stretches back from the altar holding 
the congregation during Mass. The “chancel” is the area between the altar and the nave 
(Graham 2011:176). Access to the chancel would be restricted to only those involved in 
the administration of the Mass. In practice, then, as the restricted area, the chancel could 
be considered anything east of the nave (though the term would not include the separate 
rooms of the sacristy or baptistery that often flanked the chancel) (Graham 2011:171). 
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 Although diverse classifications for these buildings exist, both functional and 
architectural, those based on stylistic conventions are most useful here as they describe 
best the changes in form that occurred over time. Generally, the sixteenth century was 
characterized by modest constructions. Arguably, the most appropriate term for these 
smaller religious buildings was “capilla”. As they would have served the needs of the 
whole community, the modest capillas are more appropriately understood as churches 
than chapels (Graham 2011:171). The understated church structures were a product 
of a lack of resources and the conception that they would be of a temporary character 
(McAndrew 1965:522). Capillas from this early period were of rectangular shape; the 
chancel and nave formed a continuous space covered by a perishable, or ramada, roof.  
There were also larger, more established structures from this period characterized by a 
T-shaped plan and oriented along an east-west axis.  The layout and orientation was based 
on the concept that the head of Jesus, represented by the altar, should be oriented toward 
Jerusalem, the birthplace of the Catholic Messiah (Ojeda 1985:69).  Bretos (1991:14-16) 
suggests that slight variations in orientation represent localized attempts to adapt to 
Precolumbian ideological building considerations as well as topographical morphology.  
The masonry nave supported a roof of perishable materials (ramada) that protected 
parishioners from the elements (Andrews 1991:367-368; Bretos 1987:53-57; Ciudad Real 
1979:330).  Such constructions are referred to by several terms; Open Air Chapels, Indian 
Chapels, Visita Chapels and Open Ramada Churches (Andrews 1991, Artigas 1982, 
Bretos 1987, McAndrew 1965).  In reference to Beneficios Altos, the most appropriate 
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term is the Open Ramada Church, as even in the early stages many of these structures 
were intended to be permanent (Bretos 1987a:57). 
 Chronologically, the Enclosed Ramada Churches followed Open Ramada 
Churches in which masonry replaced the perishable construction materials of the nave.  
The walls of the nave had one or two doors and several windows. Architectural ele-
ments such as decorative frames around the doors and windows, merlons on the roofs, 
and espadañas and bell towers were added using permanent stone materials (Andrews 
1991:368).  The bells, an element of the Open Ramada Churches, were then moved to 
the façade of Enclosed Ramada Churches. Most of the Open Ramada Churches from 
the earliest spiritual conquest would have eventually, and perhaps very gradually, been 
modified into Enclosed Ramada Churches.
 In between Open and Enclosed Ramada churches, chronologically and stylisti-
cally, is the Undetermined Ramada Church. These consist of masonry buildings, fully 
enclosed with the exception of the perishable ramada roof.  Finally, there are buildings 
that were conceived of and built in a single event with vaulted roofs. These will be 
referred to simply as churches with no reference to a ramada predecessor.  This final 
category of churches was a product of the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, when the 
Spaniards were more firmly established and economically stable.
 There is a geographic distinction between these structures as well matching the 
cabecera and visita distribution on the landscape. The cabecera churches were often 
much larger and received more architectural elaboration. Visita churches included the 
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same critical elements (altars, naves, chancels, etc.), in the same general arrangements, 
but on a much smaller scale. Generally speaking, only the cabecera churches included 
chapels designed to serve subsets of the population. Likewise, only cabeceras would 
have seen the last stage of the building program: the construction of conventos or monas-
teries designed to house resident clergy (Graham 2011:181).
 The following section presents an inventory of the architecture and artistic 
elaboration of the churches of Beneficios Altos. The plan-view maps were compiled 
by Alberto Flores Colin and myself based on short visits to each of the churches listed. 
The sketch maps that we produced from these visits were then corrected for scale based 
on measurements assessed from Google Earth satellite images. Each of the maps of the 
religious structures is accompanied by a description of that site derived from our own 
observations with a brief introduction to its history culled from relevant literature largely 
by the efforts of Mr. Flores Colin. The result is a fairly comprehensive discussion of the 
religious landscape created by the spiritual conquest of Beneficios Altos. 
 This church inventory, while quite detailed, is a necessary component of this 
study for two reasons. The first issue concerns the preservation of these unpublished 
monuments. Though many of the villages and towns in which these churches stand have 
not been heavily affected by the same intensity of modern development that is seen in 
coastal areas, that risk is increasing (Shaw 2003:6). With advancements in agricultural, 
cell phone, and internet technologies and improvements to the road network in the 
region, many of these towns are growing very rapidly. Anecdotal evidence comes from 
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the town of Saban where CRAS project members have witnessed an incredible though 
unquantified increase in the presence of cars, motorcycles, and taxis replacing bicycles in 
the central plaza where the once dominant colonial church now in stands in the shadows 
of a massive cell tower. Beyond the threat of development, almost all of the churches are 
in a state of ruin. They are being used, maintained, and improved as funds allow, but they 
were all abandoned for years during the Caste War during which time they were famously 
reclaimed by vegetation:
 The saints of once proud churches stood exposed in their niches, looking out on   
 the verdant rubble of a collapsed roof, weathered by sun and rain, forgotten except  
 by some passing hunter who might stop to pray. (Reed 1964:180)
 The devastation wreaked by the upheavals of the Caste War...was compounded   
 by vandalism and neglect, and the fabric of many old buildings decayed    
 almost beyond repair. (Perry and Perry 1988:47)
Most of the churches have yet to be re-covered with any kind of roofing material, and 
while some have been fully restored, others have yet to receive so much as a new coat 
of paint. Thus, alongside the risk of encroaching development, many of these religious 
buildings still face the risk of collapse due to slower processes. 
 Beyond conservation, a detailed inventory of churches is necessary to document 
their physical dominance on the landscape. As mentioned above, the distribution of 
the churches is the archaeological signature of reducción and the hegemonic pressure 
toward cultural alienation that attended the process. Many other forms of hegemonic 
alienation are reflected in documents and settlement patterns on a much less visible, 
though certainly no less significant, scale. To a degree, then, it is the churches themselves 
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that stand as the single most prominent archaeological, architectural and cultural symbol 
of the effects and spread of colonialism on the Beneficios Altos landscape. Each church 
provides the microhistorical scale for analysis of that process.
 Chikindzonot Cabecera. This church is first mentioned in a report from 1579 
which describes its masonry walls, two bells, painted retablo, sacristy, and the priest’s 
housing (Relación de Tihotzuc y Chikindzonot, RHGY 1983, II:199). According to the 
1582 list of churches, Chikindzonot served as a visita town under the jurisdiction of 
Ichmul (DHY, 1938:62).  Just as Chunhuhub served as the southern extreme of Ichmul’s 
religious jurisdiction (63 km to the south), Chikindzonot represented Ichmul’s northern 
extent (23 km northwest).  In 1636 Chikindzonot fell under the jurisdiction of the newly 
established parish centered on Tihosuco (Gerhard 1979:78). Such was its status when 
it appeared in the 1650 catalogue (Quezada 1997:231).  In 1686 it was separated from 
Tihosuco and established as a cabecera in its own right (Gerhard 1991:64; Gerhard 
1979:78).  During Padilla’s visita, the church was poorly built with stone walls and a 
perishable roof.  The chapel was vaulted and the curial house was small and damaged, 
made of branches and guano palm. However, by 1760 it had been converted to an En-
closed Ramada Church with a reinforced nave, a vaulted roof and masonry walls (Bretos 
1987:203). The Chikindzonot Church is shown in Figure 4.2.
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Figure 4.2: Chikindzonot Church
 The church at Chikindzonot still stands as an Enclosed Ramada Church with a 
large rectangular nave running east-west (Figure 4.3). Interestingly, the chancel does not 
coordinate with the nave in the fashion that has been seen elsewhere in Beneficios Altos. 
Instead, it is raised three steps above the nave and shows clear construction seams indi-
cating that this is among the oldest elements of the building.  The interior of the church is 
roofed by a barrel vault that appears to be a recent addition. In fact, some of the wooden 
support beams of the choral platform have been preserved. The entrance to the chancel 
is flanked by a carved framework with representations of angels and animals. One of the 
animals is similar to the dog that was seen at Ichmul and may recall the symbol of the 
Dominican Order. It is not unprecedented for Franciscan churches to display the emblem 
of a fellow Order, though neither is it common (Chico 1987:24).  
 The nave has one frontal and two lateral entrances. The outer walls are embel-
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lished by merlons and a banister with stars.  The lateral doorways are decorated by a 
simple carved outline in high relief.  On the back face of the chancel roof there is an 
espadaña with niches presumably constructed to hold bells. This element likely housed 
the church bells at the point in the development of this church when the only masonry 
structure was the chancel. Today, the bells are housed in two domed bell towers topped 
with merlons that flank the façade, suggesting that the very existence of the vestigial 
espadaña in the rear is a testament to the evolutionary development of the ramada 
church. The bell towers frame a frontal panel topped by a semicircular crest.  The central 
door is delimited by carved columns decorated with suns, saints, angels, and creatures 
from Catholic tradition.  The door is encircled by a carved vegetal design. A square 
choir window with a carved frame is centered above the door.  Above this window is an 
elaborate relief-carved tarja, or platformed and decorated statue, dedicated the Virgin of 
the Conception.  
 There are several rooms next to the baptistery that seem to be of a more modern 
manufacture. In fact, there are several areas in the extensive plaza that juxtapose the 
infrastructure of the colonial church with elements of modern construction. These include 
a recently paved plaza space that is centered directly above a small access to a large, 
cavernous cenote. The front yard of the church is a square atrium enclosed by a low 
fence. The church itself sits on a raised platform accessed by a long central stairway.
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Figure 4.3: Chikindzonot Church Plan
 Ekpedz Visita. A visita of Ichmul appears in the 1582 catalogue under the name 
of Xequepez (DHY 1938:62).  It is mentioned again on the occasion of Father Ponce’s 
1588 visit (Ciudad Real 1979:327). Neither entry mentions the church specifically. In 
1650 Ekpedz is mentioned again, this time specifically noting but not describing the 
church (Quezada 1997:226). Padilla visited the region after Ekpedz had become a visita 
of Chikindzonot and reported that the church was “poor with walls of stone and a straw 
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roof” (Bretos 1987:202).  The town was abandoned during the Caste War in 1861 (Reed 
1964:180). The capilla of Ekpedz and part of the nave are shown in Figure 4.4.
Figure 4.4: Ekpedz Church
 The church at Ekpedz is located on the east side of the main town plaza. The 
structure is typical of an Undetermined Ramada Church, though it seems likely that it 
was originally an Open Ramada (Figure 4.5). The majority of the structure consists of 
an arched masonry chancel raised four steps above the level of the nave. The chancel 
is flanked on either side by two rooms, each with access to both the chancel and the 
exterior. One of these rooms is the baptistery, the function of which is made evident by 
the cherub-decorated baptismal font located near the center; the other is presumably the 
sacristy. The nave, which extends westward from the chancel to the entrance, is enclosed 
by masonry walls but is currently roofless.  This nave was a later addition to the core 
chancel structure as can be detected in the seams of contact between the walls of the nave 
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and those of the chancel.
 The exterior architectural decoration of the church at Ekpedz is very simple. Both 
the front entrance and the entrances on either side of the nave are undecorated arches 
topping simple square pilasters. The roof of the baptistery is topped with a simulated bell 
tower, while the bell itself is suspended by a wooden frame attached to the much lower 
level of the nave, next to the front entrance. The chancel seems to have been painted, 
possibly in frescoes, though it is difficult to determine whether the colored paint seen 
today represents remnants of earlier decoration, or if these are newer elements showing 
through an even more recent white covering coat.
Figure 4.5: Ekpedz Church Plan
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 Tihosuco Cabecera. From 1561-1562 the residents of Tihosuco traveled to Sa-
calaca to hear mass suggesting that the former settlement had no church (Ojeda 1985:67). 
Instead, the church was first officially mentioned in 1579 in the same year that Tihosuco 
was designated as a town. During 1582, Tihosuco was listed among the visitas of Ichmul 
(DHY 1938:62). In 1636 the now secular parish of Ichmul was divided with the newly 
formed parish headquartered at Tihosuco (Gerhard 1991:63). It appears again in the 1650 
catalogue of churches (Quezada 1997:230). The next historical mention of Tihosuco is 
under some rather unique circumstances. Though the town is about 90 km from Carib-
bean waterways, the pirates Lorencillo and Gramont attacked Tihosuco in 1686 (Ojeda 
1985:34). The historical fact of the attack itself hints that Tihosuco was a place with some 
degree of prosperity. By the time of Bishop Padilla’s visit in 1755, the church was roofed 
and equipped with “good ornaments”. Between 1745 and 1755, it administered to the 
visita town of Chekubul (Bretos 1987a:205-209).  Finally, the decoration of the church 
indicates later episodes of construction or repair: the Pascual Estrella baptismal pila 
reads 1786, and the year 1839 is inscribed on two masonry retablos (Bretos 1987a:205-
209). Most of these documentary references do not carry specific descriptions of the 
church, though, given its history of growth from a churchless outlying village to a large, 
populated cabecera it is safe to assume that the church of Tihosuco today has experienced 
many of the evolutionary changes noted elsewhere in the region. The destroyed facade of 
the Tihosuco church has been introduced earlier (Figure 3.2), the high, fortress-like side 
wall is displayed in Figure 4.6 below.
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Figure 4.6: Tihosuco Church
 The plan of the church of Tihosuco seems to be a standard Latin cross (Figure 
4.7). Several rooms of the monastery lie outside the church to the north, while an above 
ground ossuary abuts the southern wall of the church (Ojeda 1985:67). The chancel is 
raised three steps above the nave and opens to the baptistery to the north. The door of this 
access is carved with geometric motifs, while the altar is adorned with representations of 
angels similar to the parish church in Ichmul. The lateral sides of the cruciform plan are 
chapels, which only rise to half of the height of the nave. The nave has two lateral doors 
with the northern side currently serving as the principle access to the church. The reason 
for the side door functioning as the primary entrance is that the frontal door along with 
the majority of the tall, elaborately decorated façade has completely collapsed. The cause 
of this destruction is not conclusively known, as has been discussed in Chapter 2. By all 
indications, if the church was not damaged, it would have a vaulted roof over the entirety 
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of the structure.
 The door of the cemetery is crested with an espadaña and its surrounding walls 
are topped by a crown-shaped gable that is similar to the crest of the sanctuary in Ichmul. 
The façade even includes the remains of columns with flower motifs, similar again to 
Ichmul. The complex is surrounded by an enormous atrium whose fence reaches a height 
that betrays the church’s secondary historical function as a fortress. The monastery lies 
to the east and features several rooms, a garden, a noria, and is also surrounded by a wall 
that reaches nearly 2 meters in height. This entire complex lies at the same level of the 
plaza with no indication of a raised platform. 
Figure 4.7: Tihosuco Church Plan
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 Tepich Visita. According to references to the early implementation of con-
gregación, Tepich was variously under the jurisdiction of Chikindzonot and Tihosuco 
(Roys 1957:137-139). Unfortunately, this settlement is not mentioned in any of the early 
lists of churches leaving few sources of information.  By 1688, it is possible that Tepich 
was under the political control of Ekpedz (Gerhard 1991:65).  The historical prominence 
of Tepich doesn’t come until much later in the earliest days of the Caste War in 1847. 
This particular church was the first to be actively profaned by the criollo in response to 
the Maya uprising that took root in Tepich and blossomed from there into the Caste War 
(Reed 1971:68).  The church of Tepich is shown in Figure 4.8.
Figure 4.8: Tepich Church
 The church of Tepich is located on a pronounced rise. Pending further investiga-
tion this topographic feature is neither convincingly natural nor artificial. The structure 
is typical of the Undetermined Ramada style, with the chancel located at the east and the 
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nave running westward from there (Figure 4.9). The chancel is flanked on either side by 
two rooms, as is the case with many of the churches of this style (Andrews 1991:368). In 
this case, though, it seems as though the room to the north may have originally been the 
second of two stories. Now this room is more of an open shaft with a door awkwardly 
placed halfway up the wall. This is not a feature seen elsewhere in the Beneficios Altos 
region and may be a particular adaptation to the slope of the land. On the other hand, a 
similar feature can be noted in the church at Cuncunul near Valladolid.
 The nave at Tepich is covered entirely by a corrugated tin roof which rests on 
wooden crossbeams. The roof is pitched to mimic the peak of the chancel and the façade, 
though it does not match them in height. 
 The front façade comes to a high central peak which is flanked at the north and 
south ends by simulated towers. Both of these towers frame arched openings but they are 
not symmetrical. While the southern tower is rounded and topped with a rounded crest 
at its peak, the shape of the smaller northern tower is flanged at its ends with a sort of a 
pedestal design in the middle. The bell is housed in the larger southern tower. The entire 
front façade is whitewashed without any further decoration except for the remnants of a 
carved geometric border along the upper crest and a small cross protruding from above 
the center of the doorway. There is a single square window above that cross.
 The features of the churchyard are also of interest here. The walls of a cemetery 
extend north from the wall of the church. Also on the north side of the church is a small 
outdoor addition. This is simply a frame of posts abutting the north wall that has been 
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constructed to support a small corrugated tin roof. Underneath this shelter are a number 
of stones with evidence of frequent burning and melted wax. Clearly this is the location 
for certain ritual activities that are not conducted within the walls of the church and 
therefore might rightly be designated a shrine.
Figure 4.9: Tepich Church Plan
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 Xcabil Visita. To date, no reference to the town of Xcabil has been recovered 
referring to the colonial period. The solitary historic reference comes from the era of 
the Caste War when Jacinto Pat established his general headquarters in this town (Reed 
1964:113). It is certainly possible that Xcabil is a relatively recent name that wasn’t used 
throughout its history. Due to its proximity to Tihosuco (which is located less than 10 
km to the northeast) and the relationship between these two towns during the Caste War, 
Xcabil is considered here as a visita of that cabecera. However, Xcabil (shown in Figure 
4.10) is almost exactly the same distance east of Ichmul and almost equally close to 
Saban and Sacalaca. Furthermore, none of this sheds any light on the convoluted history 
of the parishes and the switching of jurisdictions. Nevertheless, the large central church 
of Xcabil shares many similarities with those of the recorded colonial towns in the region.
Figure 4.10: Xcabil Church
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 Located on the east side of the plaza at Xcabil, the church is set atop a pronounced 
rise. It is unclear whether this increased elevation is natural or if the church is on an arti-
ficial platform. The current structure at Xcabil falls into Andrews’ (1991:368) Enclosed 
Ramada Church category. It seems likely that this was an Open Ramada Church at one 
point, but it is now topped with a barrel vault roof. Incidentally, contrary to the ramada 
model, the barrel vault extends over the chancel, which is separated from the nave only 
by a single-stair rise in elevation. 
 The narrow nave extends westward from the chancel to the entrance (Figure 4.11). 
There are doors on the north and south walls at about two-thirds of the distance from the 
entrance to the chancel. At about the halfway point on the north wall there is a masonry 
bench upon which sits a dressed, three-cross shrine. Also notable of the nave are its 
exterior walls where there are large buttresses bracing the structure. These may have been 
added to increase the architectural strength of the walls, which would be further indica-
tion that the roof was a later addition (McAndrew 1965:157).  A different interpretation 
of these buttresses would take this building out of the ramada classification system 
altogether. The presence of buttresses makes this church appear stylistically similar to the 
Balam Na in Felipe Carrillo Puerto. The Balam Na was the massive church/headquarters 
for the insurgent Maya during the later stages of the Caste War and has been cited as 
the single example of a masonry church built by Maya labor without Spanish direction 
(Bretos 1992:147-152). The Caste War connection between these two locations certainly 
exists, but for now this architectural affinity is only an intriguing possibility.
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 The façade at Xcabil is the only area of decoration. It extends higher than the roof 
of the church and is topped with a configuration of three arched openings, two at the base 
and a smaller one above and in-between them. A bar runs through the lower level, and a 
bell is suspended from this bar in the northern opening. The door to the church is situated 
in the center of this façade and is framed by an undecorated arch. Between the top of the 
door and the bottom of the roof decoration is a niche sheltering an image of the Virgin of 
Guadalupe.
Figure 4.11: Xcabil Church Plan
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 Ichmul Cabecera. This town was the core of missionary activity for the majority 
of the colonial period; its resident priests and their staff initially administered the entire 
area of Beneficios Altos (Gerhard 1991:63).  In 1579 one of the earliest Franciscan 
monasteries was established here made of masonry of a “good size, modern, strong 
and well manufactured” (Relación de Ichmul y Tikuch, RHGY, 1983:298).  In the 1552 
list of churches, this town is indicated as the cabecera de doctrina with eight visita 
towns (DHY 1938:62).  On a mission to assess the churches throughout the peninsula, 
Father Ponce passed a night in the Ichmul monastery in 1588.  Although unfinished, he 
described a building of masonry including five rooms and a storage area for sacraments 
and the chorus.  Ichmul also had a huerta, or house garden, and a noria, or a well with an 
apparatus constructed to aid in drawing water, within the walls of the monastery.  At the 
time, the monastery was home to two friars (Ciudad Real 1979:328-329). Largely due to 
political conflicts between the Franciscans and governmental administrators, Ichmul was 
secularized in 1603 (Bretos 1987:196; Gerhard 1979:78; Perry and Perry 1988:154). By 
1636, the parish was divided into two: one cabecera de doctrina remained at Ichmul, the 
other was established at Tihosuco (Gerhard 1991:63; Quezada 1997:136).  At the time of 
Cogolludo’s 1650 town inventory, Ichmul had been dedicated to San Bernardino de Siena 
(Quezada 1997:227).  The two main buildings of the Ichmul complex are shown in Figure 
4.12.
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Figure 4.12: Ichmul Churches
 Ichmul holds a place of particular importance in the religious history of the 
peninsula. Perhaps the most important saint for Yucatán is the Christo Negro de las 
Ampolladas – The Black Christ of the Blisters. This miraculous image appeared and was 
housed first at Ichmul (Bretos 1987:196; Perry and Perry 1988:98, 153; Rugeley 1996:7). 
The general story as it is currently known and has been recorded among the residents of 
Ichmul is fairly consistent with few occasions of disparity. The recounting of the history 
that follows here is based in part on information gathered from Ichmul residents and 
largely on the published accounts provided by Carrillo y Ancona (1979, I:495-508) as 
well as Negroe (1999). Sometime in the seventeenth century, (quite likely around 1603 
and associated with the process of transitioning authority from Franciscans to secular 
priests) it is said that a group of hunters from Ichmul were walking through the forest 
when they came across a tree that was on fire but didn’t burn. They reported this miracu-
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lous observation to the head priest at the church in Ichmul who commissioned a party to 
go out, chop it down and bring the wood back to the church. With the wood in hand, the 
priest then sought a sculptor to carve an image of the Virgin Mary. A transient stranger 
came through town looking for work and happened to be a skilled artist. The priest 
instructed the man to carve the statue and subsequently locked him up in the monastery. 
A day passed with noises emanating from the church where the sculptor worked while 
the residents of the pueblo were under strict instructions that he should not be bothered. 
Eventually there were no more noises and the priest opened up the church. Though the 
sculptor had been locked in and no one else had access, he had somehow disappeared 
and in place of the conscripted image of the Virgin Mary was one of Christ on the Cross. 
Two aspects of the origin story of the crucifix – the mysterious sculptor and the tree that 
didn’t burn – doubly insisted that this artifact was one of miraculous origin. However, 
the story was compounded when the church that housed the miraculous Christ statue 
was burned to the ground as a result of a nearby lightning strike. While the church and 
everything in it was completely destroyed, the crucifix survived, but it had been charred 
black and developed blisters. The influence of the miraculous cross grew exponentially 
and Ichmul developed as a religious pilgrimage center. Even today, though the cross itself 
has long-since been removed, Ichmul hosts a large gathering of religious pilgrims every 
year during festivities of La Semana Santa (Perry and Perry 1988:151).
 Between 1657 and 1676 the Christ sculpture was moved to the Cathedral in 
Merída due to considerations of its safety (ironic as this is where it was ultimately de-
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stroyed). This occasioned a decline in the prestige of Ichmul but in 1737 the church was 
deemed “worthy of repairing”.  Repairs and reconstruction began in 1742 but in 1756 the 
building was still described as having “weak walls” and a ramada roof.  The period from 
1780 to 1809 seems have been the era of greatest construction activity in Ichmul.  The 
façade of the church of Ichmul is inscribed with the date 1802 (Bretos 1987a:196-198).  
The lintel at the entrance to the now collapsed stairway of the north tower is inscribed 
with the date of 29 of May of 1765 (Artigas 1982:187). Finally, the construction of the 
Ichmul church is recorded in the Archivo Histórico del Arzobispado de Yucatán as having 
taken from November of 1799 through March of 1819. This document names Pascual 
Estrella as the master architect responsible for the carved baptismal pila and the Virgin 
medallón of the crest of the sanctuary of the Christo Negro de las Ampolladas (Bretos 
1997:145). Estrella, believed by some to be a Maya artisan, is associated with religious 
architecture at a number of cabeceras in Beneficios Altos (Bretos 1987:221-231). 
 The religious complex of Ichmul (Figure 4.13) is composed of three buildings, 
two churches and a sanctuary which accommodates a modern replica of the Christo 
Negro de las Ampolladas.  Construction of the parish church apparently began in 1760.  
The church has a cruciform plan and seems not to have been finished, either because 
of structural and economic limitations, or due to political agitation during the course 
of construction (Bretos 1987:198; 1997:144).  The façade is formed by two unfinished 
towers and a frontal panel which is finished only slightly above the choral window.  
Under this window there is an ornately carved false gable depicting a cherub-like face at 
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its apex.  This small balcony shares characteristics with the Casa de Montejo in Mérida 
(Bretos 1997:144-145).  The front door is flanked by four columns adorned with climbing 
floral motifs and angels.  The columns end in cornices that serve as the foundation for the 
1802 inscription with the name of the master architect, Pascual Estrella (Bretos 1987:198-
200, 221-228). The frame of the door is also decorated with vegetal motifs.  These same 
details appear throughout the framework of the building including the door of the sacristy 
where they incorporate an idiosyncratic animal representation vaguely similar to the dogs 
of the Dominican Order like those seen at Chikindzonot and a rare carved depiction of 
what appears to be cacao pods (Chico 1987:24). 
 The only currently functional building in the religious complex of Ichmul is the 
sanctuary of the Christo Negro de las Ampolladas.  The temple is laid out in a square 
shape.  The presbytery is raised one step above the general level of the nave.  The south 
side of the presbytery contains a door which gives access to the monastery while the 
north side has a small chapel.  Behind the altar is a large, painted, seven-niche retablo 
recalling the ornate carved examples seen in the larger monasteries and the Cathedral 
in Mérida (Artigas 1982:195).  The north side of the nave has two other chapels formed 
in the space left by the enormous buttresses required to maintain the vaulted roof. The 
baptistery in the southwestern corner is in a space that is also created as a result of the 
buttressing.  The baptistery houses an intricately carved baptismal pila, presumably the 
work of the master sculptor, Estrella (Bretos 1997:145).  Wooden beams extend inward 
from the eastern wall that may have once supported the choir, but are now in a poor 
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state of preservation.  The façade is formed by two bell towers and a frontal panel that 
frames three entrances and three choral windows.  The bell towers are adorned with 
elaborate crown engravings, giving a Moorish stylistic impression similar to the towers 
of the Saban church (see below). The bell towers are topped by small domed openings 
reminiscent of lanterns.  The frontal panel is finished by a crest running between the bell 
towers that takes the form of a crescent moon or, potentially, horns at the center of which 
is a raised stone cross (Perry and Perry 1988:155).  Under the cross is a medallón of the 
Virgin of the Conception, attributed to Pascual Estrella (Perry and Perry 1988:154). The 
Virgin seems to have become the patron of the site at some point following the removal 
of the Christo Negro de las Ampolladas (Perry and Perry 2002:154-155).  The summits of 
the lateral walls of the sanctuary are completed by a series of merlons that frame banisters 
that resemble crowns, similar to Saban.  The element that finishes the appearance of the 
church is its large, closed barrel vault. While the large parish church was arguably of 
paramount importance in the region, only this sanctuary was actually covered with stone. 
Interestingly, Artigas (1982:194) thinks that the dimensions of the barrel vault may have 
been made possible through the use of the Precolumbian Maya false arch system. 
 Outside, the front of the church is surrounded by a square atrium.  The north side 
has two rooms that may have served as storage or as a curial house, while the south side 
abuts the parish church.  The style of the sanctuary church, whose relationship with the 
larger structure is unclear, seems be of the first half of the nineteenth century (Bretos 
1987a:201-202).  Artigas classifies the sanctuary church as a sixteenth century Open 
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Chapel sometimes referred to as an Indian Chapel, though there are no obvious elements 
beyond its location next to the parish church to support such an interpretation (Bretos 
1997:146). 
 The final of the three buildings that form the religious complex of Ichmul has also 
been classified as a church, though it is anomalous in many ways. First, it is laid out in 
a strange L-shape, which is uncommon in Yucatán (Artigas 1982:182-183).  It has two 
entrances, one on the south façade and one in the west. The southern entrance is likely the 
main one as it faces the plaza.  The façade is composed of a front panel, whose corners 
are finished by merlons. The center is crowned by a sort of espadaña or decorative roof 
crest which at some time likely housed a bell.  In a 1901 photo this building is indicated 
as “the Ruined Church in Ichmul” (Dumond 1997:plate 14). While that photograph alone 
is not entirely compelling evidence, there is reason to believe that this ruined building 
may have been the original structure associated with the miraculous artifact. A crucial 
element of the legend of the miracle involves the destruction of the church that housed 
the Christ sculpture. Though the argument is tenuous, it cannot be denied that this L-
shaped church lies in a state of far greater disrepair than any of the other buildings in the 
Ichmul religious complex. Circumstantial evidence aside, the nature and function of the 
L-shaped religious building remains poorly understood. 
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Figure 4.13: Ichmul Religious Complex Plan
 Xquerol Visita. Cogolludo lists Xquerol in his 1650 catalogue as Celul (Quezada 
1997:225).  Xquerol was a visita of Ichmul, located less than 3.5 km to the southwest.  
Today, it is among the smaller villages in the region with only a single block of resi-
dences surrounding its central plaza. The Xquerol church is shown in Figure 4.14.
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Figure 4.14: Xquerol Church
 The Xquerol church is located on the east side of the central plaza.  The structure 
is a typical Enclosed Ramada Church, though it seems likely that it was originally an 
Open Ramada (Figure 4.15).  The chancel is roofed by a masonry barrel vault and is 
raised two steps above the level of the nave.  The chancel is flanked on either side by two 
rooms.  One of these rooms may have been the baptistery, and the other is presumably the 
sacristy.  The nave, which extends westward from the chancel to the entrance, is enclosed 
by masonry walls and is roofed by corrugated tin resting on wooden crossbeams.  The 
nave was a later addition to the core chancel structure as is evident in the obvious seam 
at the points of contact between the nave walls and the chancel.  The Xquerol church’s 
exterior façade decoration is simple.  The entrance is flanked by two small bell towers 
that end in a vault crowned by merlons.  The frontal panel is of a triangular form that 
surely reflects the now missing ramada roof.  The frontal panel is completed by a small 
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carved cross.  This church is set at the level of the plaza and is surrounded by a small 
fence that delimits the atrium. In each corner of this fence there are decorative merlons.
Figure 4.15: Xquerol Church Plan
 Saban Cabecera. Saban does not appear in any historical documents before 
Cogolludo’s 1650 inventory at which point it functioned as a visita of Ichmul which is 
located around 16 km to the northwest (Quezada 1997:228).  Saban appears again in the 
register of 1756, as a church with a guano roof and weak walls which likely indicates 
an Undetermined Ramada Church but may also reference an Open Ramada Church.  
Roys (1957:142) feels that, due to the elaborate decorative elements of the church and 
extensive plaza, Saban may have reached its peak importance during the late colonial 
period.  As a consequence of the Caste War the town was abandoned by 1861, although 
shortly after abandonment it was used to quarter federal militia (Dumond 1997:149, 156, 
266, 390; Reed 1971:181, 234).  The reconstructed facade of the Saban church is seen in 
Figure 4.16.
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Figure 4.16: Saban Church
 Today, the church of Saban is composed of a chancel and a sacristy to which 
the nave was latter added (Figure 4.17). The chancel has a barrel vault roof and allows 
direct access to the sacristy.  This church, like the southern church of nearby Sacalaca, 
was recently restored through the efforts of INAH. While that means that the structures 
currently standing are recent reconstructions, the INAH architects focused on maintaining 
authenticity. Like so many others in the region, the nave at Saban has a frontal and two 
lateral entrances. The baptistery is located on the south side niche near the entrance.  
The façade is composed of two towers and a decorated front panel.  Bell towers end in a 
vault that resembles a crown with stars, very similar to the bell towers at the sanctuary of 
Ichmul. Like Ichmul, these bell towers are topped with small lantern-like structures. The 
framework of the door is carved with linear motifs and flanked by decorated pilasters.  
The front panel is completed by a crest that resembles a crown and is reminiscent of 
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the crest above the sanctuary of Ichmul except for the immediately apparent difference 
between the rounded corners of Saban and the pointed ends in Ichmul.  Directly above 
the door is a choral window set into a carved frame.  A statue of Saint Peter looking to a 
rooster is displayed on the platform within this window. Elaborately decorated platforms 
of this nature are referred to as tarjas, and though we see similar features at Chikind-
zonot, Ichmul, Chunhuhub, and both churches of Sacalaca, they are reported to be rare in 
Yucatán (Bretos 1987a:202).  
Figure 4.17: Saban Church Plan
 Uaymax Visita. In the 1582 list of churches, a visita of Ichmul is mentioned by the 
name of Guaymax (DHY 1938:62).  From that point forward, the same town is referred to 
variably as Uaymax, Baymax, Guaymax, and Huay Max. Though this makes any effort to 
derive its original toponym rather difficult, there is relative certainty that these different 
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titles all refer to the same historic location. Gerhard (1979:78; 1991:63-65), however, 
suggests that Uaymax could also have been the site recorded as  Samyol (Zamiol), in 
which case we have records from 1579-81 reporting that the town had a masonry church 
(Relacion de Popolá, Sinsimato, Samyol, Txholop y Tixmukul, RHGY 1983, II:219). Cer-
tainly, Uaymax was listed among the churches of Cogolludo’s 1650 catalogue (Quezada 
1997:230). Very little further mention is made of Uaymax in the historical documents 
until the events of the Caste War and afterward (Escalona 1943:25-27; Reed 1964:180).   
 The dearth of historical reference to Uaymax may be directly attributable to its 
relationship with nearby Saban. The central plazas of the two “twin pueblos” lie less 
than 1.5 km apart.. As has been mentioned above, both were established as visitas of 
Ichmul, perhaps as early as the establishment of the cabecera in 1579. Uaymax appears 
as an individually allocated tribute source in the encomienda grants of 1579, but has no 
records to coordinate with Saban’s initial 1549 allocation (see Tables 4.6 and 4.7, this 
chapter). Furthermore, during at least the late colonial and early Independence periods 
Saban appears to have been the dominant pueblo; in 1845 Uaymax official petitioned to 
split from its neighbor’s tax rosters (Rugeley 1996:81). Given this somewhat complicated 
relationship, it seems possible that historical documentation referring to Saban also im-
plied Uaymax to a certain degree. In terms of the spiritual redefinition of the landscape, 
however, Saban and Uaymax were separate entities from at least 1582 (DHY 1938:62).
 The church of Uaymax has a basic rectangular footprint (Figure 4.18). The east 
end is a vaulted chancel with an attached room that appears to have served as a sacristy. 
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The long nave extends to the west with one frontal and two lateral entrances and two 
windows. The nave is enclosed by high masonry walls but currently lacks a roof. Uaymax 
provides another example of the chronological development of the ramada churches. The 
separate vaulted chancel is indicative of an Open Ramada when a perishable nave may 
have extended westward. At some point, the nave was reconstructed with masonry walls, 
likely with the intention of including a vaulted roof upon completion. Had that goal been 
met, the church would have been an Enclosed Ramada. However, it seems that no per-
manent roof was ever built, leaving the church as it is today: an Undetermined Ramada.  
The façade is formed by two false bell towers that frame a front panel which is pierced by 
a choir window. The baptistery is located in the southwest corner of the church near the 
front door. The nave was probably often covered by a perishable ramada at a pronounced 
slope that matches the angle of the façade, but has either recently or long been left in 
disrepair.
Figure 4.18: Uaymax Church Plan
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 Sacalaca Cabecera. In 1579, the church at Sacalaca was described as a small 
building with a masonry chapel. At this point it was a visita of Ichmul which is just 
over 11 km to the north, though it was not officially registered as such until the 1582 
inventory (DHY 1938:62). As a visita, the church was generally left in the charge of an 
ah cambesah or maestro cantor, who was an indigenous resident trained as a delegate 
of the cabecera de doctrina (Relación de Sacalaca y Tahmuy, RHGY, II:227). By 1686, 
Sacalaca was separated from Ichmul and established as its own cabecera (Gerhard 
1991:64). In 1723, Sacalaca had two visitas, Dzonotchel and Petul (a.k.a Petulillo). The 
church, at this time was described as enclosed by masonry walls with a guano roof – an 
Undetermined Ramada Church. There is a second church in Sacalaca but the exact nature 
of the relationship between the two and the church to which the early documents refer 
is unclear. This confusion is somewhat compounded by the fact that the southernmost 
church has been very recently restored. Both churches are described below. During the 
Caste War, Sacalaca was abandoned until at least 1861, as were other nearby towns (Reed 
1964:180). The northern, presumably older church of Sacalaca is shown in Figure 4.19.
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Figure 4.19: Sacalaca Northern Church
 One of the churches of Sacalaca, which lies to the south of the main plaza, has 
recently been restored. The other, which is located on the eastern side of the main plaza, 
has received no similar attention. This older, northern church depicted in Figure 4.20 is 
typical of the Undetermined Ramada Churches with a large eastern chancel and a nave 
extending to the west. It has a northern and a southern door along the nave walls. The 
front façade does not extend very high but is fairly wide from north to south. On the north 
and south ends of this façade there are simulated towers framing the standard arched 
openings. The pilaster-framed doorway is directly in the center of the façade. There are 
two rounded window niches on either side of and above the door. Higher than those and 
centered over the door is a square window. All three of these features are surrounded by a 
floral relief carving that has suffered erosion damage. 
 A niche housing an elaborately carved statue fits directly above the square 
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window and below the crest of the façade. This standing figure is raising his right hand 
on a pedestal supported by cherubs. This statue has also suffered the effects of erosion or 
wartime vandalism (Reed 1964:77-78, 80), so it is difficult to tell exactly what or who is 
being represented. Though their original location is unknown, the church used to house 
two stone statues representing Adam and Eve. These are now on display in the local 
museum recently built in a municipal building across the plaza. To the south of the nave 
there are disarticulated remains of walls and doorways that may be representative of a 
convento complex that existed here at some point. There is no roof covering the nave.
Figure 4.20: Sacalaca Northern Church Plan
 The second Sacalaca church,is located south of the main plaza, and consists of a 
rectangular nave and attached sacristry. This southern church, shown in Figure 4.21, at 
present provides religious service to the pueblo. Due to the 2004 INAH restorations it is 
difficult to decipher an older floor plan. The function of this second church is not entirely 
clear as no archival documents have yet been found that reference multiple churches 
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in Sacalaca. There are, however, two historical circumstances that may suggest an 
explanation. First, the encomienda documents of Sacalaca note that in 1663 it was under 
the administration of the Jesuit Order. This circumstance is anomalous in the region and 
perhaps such a situation would have called for the establishment of a religious building 
separate from that which had been founded by Franciscans in 1579. A second possibility 
is that the southern church was founded upon the reoccupation of the town following the 
Caste War. This is a less likely explanation as we see no similar phenomenon elsewhere 
in the region and because the residents recall that the process of re-founding the town 
with their parents focused first on the resurrection of the ruined church in the central 
plaza.  The chancel of the southern church is decorated with representations of San Fran-
cisco, the present patron of Sacalaca. The nave contains three entrances, two lateral and 
one frontal. On the north side there is an attached and enclosed stairway that gives access 
to the choir stand and the roof. The façade is simple and consists of a choral window. 
Like many of the regional churches, the southern Sacalaca church is crowned by a large 
roof crest known as an espadaña. The ends of this crest come to a raised point which 
loosely mimics the crown, crescent moon, or horn shape recalled by the gables of other 
Beneficios Altos churches, most notably those of Ichmul. This espadaña contains six 
rounded arches that are equipped to harbor bells, although only the central one currently 
does. Flanking the pyramid of bell arches are large starburst type decorative elements 
pecked out of the espadaña façade. These particular decorations are not known from the 
decorative motifs of the other churches. The espadaña is topped with a cross, very similar 
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to that of the sanctuary of Ichmul. The entire building is situated upon a semi-natural 
platform that is enclosed by a fence which forms a small atrium, and is surmounted by a 
central stairway. A large plaza extends west from the front of the church and includes a 
large well with a noria structure. A west-facing church on the eastern side of a large plaza 
fits the pattern for the churches in the region, but in Sacalaca only the northern plaza is 
ringed by colonial administrative buildings. This single observation very nearly insists 
that, whatever the explanation, this southern church is the later construction of the two. 
Figure 4.21: Sacalaca Southern Church
 Chunhuhub Cabecera. Chunhuhub is the southernmost of the Beneficios Altos 
cabeceras. It appears in reports from 1579  but only with reference to the existence 
of bells and the necessary implements to celebrate Catholicism (Relación de Tabi y 
Chunhuhub RHGY 1983, I:164). By the 1582 catalogue of churches, Chunhuhub was a 
visita of Bacalar (DHY 1938:63). However, by 1650 the church had been reassigned as 
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a visita of Ichmul (Quezada 1997:228). Chunhuhub is more than 63 km south of Ichmul 
which strongly suggests that this 1650 register records the greatest geographical extent of 
Ichmul’s influence as a cabecera.
 Shortly after 1660 the Franciscan in charge of the remote and often-attacked 
outpost at Bacalar relocated his parish to Chunhuhub (Jones 1989:55, 62-64; Gerhard 
1979:70-71). Even after the reestablishment of Bacalar, much of that faction remained at 
Chunhuhub which became the cabecera of its own parish around 1760 (Gerhard 1979:72) 
A more accurate date may be 1754 when Polyuc and Tituc were listed as visitas of Chun-
huhub where the Undetermined Ramada Church was described as having strong walls 
and a guano palm roof (Bretos 1987a:209). Though Chunhuhub had served as the refuge 
for the Bacalar residents, its inland location was still too remote to offer full protection 
and it continued to struggle with attacks from British loggers known as “baymen” and 
pirates (Dumond 1998:21; Gerhard 1979:70). The Chunhuhub church is shown in Figure 
4.22
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Figure 4.22: Chunhuhub Church
 The structure at Chunhuhub is an Undetermined Ramada Church dominated by an 
arched chancel at its eastern end (Figure 4.23). The chancel is only slightly higher than 
the level of the nave and is framed by a simple arch set on undecorated pilasters. It has 
only one doorway leading to the north. The complex to the north has obviously under-
gone recent renovation; a cinder-block addition is grafted directly onto the original stone 
masonry. The modern additions are elements of the active monastery, but it is likely that 
the original purpose for this northern door in the chancel was to access either a baptistery 
or sacristy. 
 The nave extends to the west from the chancel ending in the main front entrance. 
The main entrance itself is a simple undecorated doorway set into a high-peaked, equally 
understated façade. There are two small windows with round tops flanking a large, 
square window in the center of the façade where the bell is currently suspended. Only 
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one of these windows, the one to the north side of the bell, actually penetrates the façade; 
the other is more of a niche. This is something of a false front as the nave immediately 
behind the façade is roofless. At about the midway point between the front façade and 
the chancel begins a thatched roof that continues to the chancel itself. It is a high-peaked 
roof, currently supported by concrete rafters and wooden beams, mimicking the pitch of 
the façade. This thatched roof covers the pews, but the rest of the nave remains exposed 
where it is carpeted in a maintained grass lawn except for the center aisle. In the front, 
southwest corner there is a large stairway, presumably built to access the bell or a wooden 
choral platform no longer intact. The masonry walls of the nave are highlighted by a 
number of niches which house carved and painted wooden saints.
 Another interesting feature of the church area at Chunhuhub is the outdoor chapel. 
This is a raised platform south of the church itself which features an altar accompanied 
by pews.  This modern feature is reminiscent of structures traditionally known as Open 
Chapels or Indian Chapels which would have been the principle area of worship for 
indigenous parishioners in the early colonial period who were either reluctant to or 
prohibited from entering the enclosed churches (McAndrew 1965:340). The platform at 
Chunhuhub is covered by a thatched roof on posts, but there are no walls.
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Figure 4.23: Chunhuhub Church Plan
 Polyuc Visita. The population of Polyuc, along with three other towns, was 
relocated to Chunhuhub during the initial congregación of the 1550s (Gerhard 1979:80; 
Relación de Tabi y Chunhuhub, RHGY 1983, I:163-164).  The town is absent from both 
the 1582 and 1650 catalogues, indicating that up to this point the initial congregación 
was upheld.  By 1754, however, Polyuc had been reoccupied and was listed as a visita 
of Chunhuhub, along with a new settlement called Tituc (Gerhard 1979:80).  Polyuc’s 
remote location left it vulnerable to attack by the same antagonists that threatened 
Chunhuhub which ultimately ensured that the population remained fairly small and fully 
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dependant on its cabecera (Bretos 1987:209). The Polyuc church is shown in Figure 4.24.
Figure 4.24: Polyuc Church
 At Polyuc we find another T-shaped, Undetermined Ramada structure, very 
similar to a smaller version of Chunhuhub (Figure 4.25). The chancel is framed by an 
arch mounted on pilasters, set against a high-peaked masonry wall similar to the façade at 
Chunhuhub. The chancel is flanked by two rooms, presumably a sacristy and a baptistery.
 This structure is roofless, though there is evidence that at some point beams ran 
across the top forming what would have been the framing for either a low thatched roof 
or the base of the choral platform. Today the open nave features a maintained grass lawn 
on either side of the center aisle accompanied, in this case, by shrubbery and even a tree. 
There are doors on the north and south walls of the nave that lead into the church yard. 
The nave is not decorated, with the exception of two niches in the north and south walls, 
between the side doors and the chancel.
129
 The front façade matches the peak and shape of the wall in which the chancel 
is set. It features two low square niches and one window in the center above the door. 
The bell is mounted in the central window of this front facade. At the rear of the chancel 
there exists a different crest that could also have served to house the bell. This is strong 
evidence of the evolution of the Ramada church as the bell was likely at the rear of the 
chancel until it could be properly suspended at the front following the later addition of a 
masonry nave.
Figure 4.25: Polyuc Church Plan
Conceptualized/Constructed Landscape Congruity
 The churches inventoried above stand as symbols of and testaments to the 
forced alienation of the Beneficios Altos Maya from their deeper religious history and 
as monuments to and critical elements of the “civilizing” program of reducido (Deagan 
2001:188; Hanks 2010). In fact, the message carried by these archaeological monuments 
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is more deeply inscribed on the landscape. Like the early colonial religious architecture 
studied elsewhere, the churches of Beneficios Altos were built in direct association with 
features of the conceptualized landscape of the resident population (Weeks 1997:95-96). 
In this section, I present a few examples taken mainly from Beneficios Altos towns that 
have received more intensive archaeological attention to demonstrate the nearly uniform 
congruity between colonial period religious architecture and features that are recognized 
as places of significance in the Precolumbian Maya conceptualized landscape.
 Sacalaca provides a good starting point. As of yet, CRAS research has recovered 
no definitive evidence that either of the churches of Sacalaca were built precisely above 
Precolumbian deposits. However, the northern church lies just over 100 meters south 
of a Precolumbian complex including an “approximately nine-room palace sitting atop 
an 8-m platform”, a natural cave with a vaulted entrance, and several other structures 
(Shaw 2003:39-43). The northern extent of settlement (about 700 meters to the north) 
associated with this complex is in an expanse of exposed agricultural land in which we 
have documented Precolumbian features including no fewer than 30 structures (Johnstone 
2008:99-100). The Precolumbian site known as Parcela Escolar (see Chapter 4) is only 
about 1 km from the church. Perhaps equally important, there are two cenotes associated 
with Sacalaca. While one is fairly distant at around 3 km to the southwest and only 
accessible through a well, the second is located much nearer the center of town (around 
770m from the church) and is a large open pool easily accessible on foot (Shaw 2003:39; 
Shaw 2008:3). 
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 Further north, the evidence of congruity becomes even more compelling. 
Ichmul is also reported to have been the location of two cenotes; though perhaps due to 
construction these are not currently apparent on the terrain (Relacion de Ichmul y Tikuch, 
RHGY 1983:298; Flores and Normark 2004:58). Among the features of the constructed 
landscape that signify Ichmul as a singularly compelling Precolumbian site is a central 
acropolis spanning two hectares featuring several range structures and two  pyramids as 
well as a network of sacbeob or Precolumbian Maya roads (Flores and Normark 2004:55-
62; Flores and Normark 2004b:72-94). These features served as a primary focus of CRAS 
research for several seasons. Detailed mapping confirms that the largest mound complex-
es surround the central Christian three-church complex on three sides. Another focus of 
CRAS research involved the mapping of the Ichmul sacbe network and the architecture 
at its termini. One of the five terminus locations is within meters of the visita church at 
Xquerol south of Ichmul. If each of the five sacbeob were extended into Ichmul proper, 
they would intersect exactly at the center of the church complex. There is no compelling 
reason to believe that these features formed an intersection at this location. It is more 
likely that they would have terminated as they reached mounds or platforms ringing the 
site. However, the significance on the conceptualized landscape of the location indicated 
at the center of these five symbolically important roads should not be overlooked.
 Other sites in Beneficios Altos maintain similar patterns. The church at Uaymax is 
surrounded by Precolumbian mounds. A Caste War battle at Tihosuco is reported to have 
been waged from the cover of surrounding Precolumbian mounds (Reed 1964:113). As 
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mentioned above, the visita churches at Tepich and Xcabil sit atop conspicuous poten-
tially artificial topographic prominences. Chikindzonot’s large church is directly above 
a cavernous cenote accessible only by a grated well in the adjacent plaza. Again, con-
structed or natural, each of these features is likely to have occupied a place of prominence 
in the conceptualized landscape of the Beneficios Altos residents and their predecessors.
3. Implications: Alienation-Negotiation and Equilibrium
 The policy that fundamentally restructured the colonial landscape was con-
gregación. That policy, on its own, would dictate that the residents of Beneficios Altos 
would live in the Spanish-style population centers initially established in the 1550s. Obvi-
ously, as has been demonstrated above, the reality was not quite so simple. Instead, over 
time, the settlement pattern was crafted into a nuanced system comprising an array of 
settlement options. The cabeceras were segregated into levels of residences that reflected 
status. Visitas were founded on the outskirts of the cabeceras and beyond. Agricultural 
installations were built to different scales and spread across the landscape. This entire 
settlement pattern was a creation of the process of negotiating the hegemonic pressure of 
congregación and its agents.
 The negotiation of congregación that is displayed in the settlement pattern of Ben-
eficios Altos is the signature upon the landscape of the process that provided the founda-
tion for the equilibrium of the Middle Colonial Period. While never completely striking 
a balance (see discussion of Pax Colonial above), the system of negotiation allowed 
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a means of successfully mitigating alienating pressures to achieve relatively stability 
in comparison to earlier conquest and later revolution. The settlement pattern reflects 
a system wherein individuals from Beneficios Altos could, within defined structures, 
decide when and how they would live. That means these residents very literally chose 
exactly how much distance they individually desired to maintain between themselves 
and colonial agents. Sometimes, for higher-status cabecera residents, this was a matter 
of meters. Other times, interaction between the agents of colonial alienation and other 
Beneficios Altos residents would require days of travel. It is important to note again that 
for residents of frontier provinces like Beneficios Altos, flight beyond the limits of Span-
ish control was always an option. That is to say, because of the fact that individuals could 
leave at any time into the southern forest, it is necessarily the case that the equilibrium 
that was achieved through the negotiation of alienating pressures was not only acceptable 
but, in fact, preferable. In Chapter 5 I discuss the degree to which the compounding of 
alienating pressures would lead to the abandonment of the negotiation process and the 
dramatic consequences that followed.
4. Bourbon Reforms
 By 1750, Yucatán had spent more than two centuries under colonial rule. In the 
northern and western areas of the peninsula, this time had drastically transformed the 
landscape into a patchwork of elaborately constructed and richly adorned haciendas 
that had effectively supplanted preceding land-use practices (Alexander 2003a:3-5; 
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Alexander 2003b:191, 194-195; Patch 1993:166-167, 208, 246). The cities of Mérida, 
Campeche, and, to a degree, Valladolid had become  busy metropolitan centers of trade 
and commerce (Patch 1993:140, 160, 165). In the frontier areas to the south and east of 
the peninsula, however, the situation was considerably different. Insulated by colonial 
policies that explicitly restricted interaction between Spaniards and residents of Maya 
descent outside of the cities, the frontier interaction between colonizer and colonized was 
buffered by a small set of official middlemen (Deagan 2001:187; Patch 1993:21, 212; 
Roys 1972:134-145; ). These situations had been sustained by a internalized system of 
negotiation (Deagan 2001:179). At this point mid-century, however, significant changes 
were taking place both locally and internationally that drastically altered the terms of 
negotiation (Alexander 2004:45-49). 
 Since 1512, Maya peoples were governed as members of the Repúblicas de Indios 
an entity separate from other classes of society (Deagan 2001:187; Patch 1993:21).  In 
fact, classes of society were strictly defined, though somewhat navigable, according to 
a taxonomy referred to as Las Castas, which designated each person’s position in the 
social hierarchy according to their heritage (Deagan 2001:191). For example, the top tier 
was reserved for the immigrants born in Spain of two Spanish parents; a child born in the 
Americas to Spanish-born parents would occupy a lower position (Patch 1993:24). The 
hierarchy continued downward to account for every possible admixture of Spanish-born 
and indigenous parents, incorporating the population of immigrant Africans and their 
children. Las Castas also explained, employing the display of easily recognizable images 
135
(Figure 4.26), the specific material culture to which each caste had access and contained 
suggestions regarding the jobs, houses, possessions, and clothing appropriate to each tier. 
The indigenous majority occupied the very lowest level of this hierarchy. 
Figure 4.26: Castas Image
(Romero de Tejada y Picatoste 2004:139, 143, 147, 149, 153, 155, 157, 159, 161, 163, 165, 169)
 This social status was reflected in the governance structure as well. The Maya of 
Yucatán, like indigenous populations throughout New Spain, were regarded as a separate 
entity called the Repúblicas de Indios or Repúblicas de Indígenas (Patch 1993:21, 
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137). This designation, structured as a means of dealing with the great majority of the 
peninsula’s residents without according them equivalent status (a policy of separate, 
but unequal) actually resulted in a level of protective insulation for indigenous Maya 
people. Through the administration of the Repúblicas, non-Maya people outside of the 
clergy were largely excluded from residence in Maya villages prior to the Bourbon 
reforms (Alexander 2004:48-49; Patch 1993:23). In a counter intuitive fashion, this 
policy resulted in an official level of legitimization within the Spanish government (Patch 
1993:21). The repúblicas were administered autonomously within Maya communities 
but served a representative function at the higher Spanish levels of government as well 
(Alexander 2004:23; Patch 1993:21, Rugeley 1996:13). Another product of the effort to 
forge a sustainable relationship between the repúblicas and the Spanish citizenry was the 
allotment of lands for members of indigenous communities (Alexander 2004:16-17, 54; 
Patch 1993:23, 25, 68; Reed 1964:265-268; Rugeley 1996:11, 63, 65). These lands were 
initially immutable, not available to any privatization or development beyond the creation 
and maintenance of milpa or as otherwise collectively agreed upon for the good of the 
community of Maya agriculturalists to which it had been granted.
 Taking effect during the 1760s,  “Bourbon officials imposed their distinct and 
more absolutist pattern of rule that undermined processes of negotiation” (Kellog 
2010:231; Taylor 1996:13). These reformed policies imposed mandated from Europe by 
Charles III introduced “new visions of royal absolutism...aiming to increase power and 
augment colonial revenues” (Taylor 1996:13-14). This involved the application of an 
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empire-wide philosophy of standardization and efficiency “designed to put its colonies 
on a paying basis” (Rugeley 1996:34; Taylor 1996:13). Thus the Bourbon Reforms 
represented a primarily economic overhaul that happened to be imposed at an ideal time 
for the Yucatecan elites in Mérida and Campeche (Patch 1996:167,204). 
 In frontier communities, however, the same policies brought about dramatic 
changes. Even remote pueblos faced new, rigid mandates governing aspects of daily life 
including the maintenance of a community treasury, adherence to a set fee schedule, and 
discourse in the now official Spanish-language (Taylor 1996:13). The role of the church 
was significantly reduced and the church agents were no longer a “political resource” 
available to the villagers (Taylor 1996:14, 26). Most critical to frontier areas like Benefi-
cios Altos and specifically their landscapes, the Bourbon Reforms, rather than insulating 
indigenous communities, promoted the settlement and relocation of non-indigenous 
residents into those pueblos (Taylor 1996:26). The redefinition of the landscape that 
attended the Bourbon-inspired demographic shifts is demonstrated in Beneficios Altos 
primarily by the emergence a regionally novel category of agricultural installation—the 
hacienda.
Beneficios Altos Haciendas and Independent Rancho
 Haciendas are the prototypical commercial agricultural estates of colonial New 
Spain (Alexander 2004:96; Sluyter 2002:129n7; Gabbert 2004:14-15, Patch 1993:100-
101).
 A hacienda is a landed estate characterized by mixed agricultural and livestock   
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 production, prominent infrastructure, and employing large numbers of resident   
 laborers who were often bound to the estate by debt. (Wolf and Mintz 1957)
Haciendas represent the process of land privatization and emergent capitalism or neo-
feudalism based on marketable agricultural products including any viable plant or animal 
products (Gabbert 2004:87). In much of central Mexico, haciendas were largely dedi-
cated to the raising of large and small livestock as this was the most profitable use of the 
land available (Alexander 2004:96, 103, 105; Sluyter 2002). Because of environmental 
constrictions presented by the Yucatecan climate, livestock was only a later and generally 
smaller-scale production. Instead, truly extensive haciendas only established a hold in the 
region later and in response to the increasing popularity of henequen and the Bourbon re-
peal of prior trade restrictions (Alexander 2004:48, 54; Gabbert 2004:41, Patch 1993:153; 
Rugeley 1996:61). Accordingly, haciendas dedicated to the cultivation of sugarcane also 
began to proliferate throughout the eastern and southern areas of the peninsula including 
Campeche and Beneficios Altos (Alexander 2004:54; Rugeley 1996:6, 149). 
 The foundational elements of the hacienda system are reflected in their archaeo-
logical signatures. These plantations were privately owned by generally absent, generally 
criollo landlords who held claim to extensive plots. These landowners would make 
occasional visits to their haciendas where they maintained a residence. Accordingly, for 
the purposes of this survey, haciendas are identified by the presence of relatively large 
masonry residential structures and corral systems as well as architectural infrastructure 
dedicated to the specific agricultural functions of the estate. It is important to note that in 
this study the size of the plot is not a necessary condition for its identification as a haci-
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enda. Instead, the process of cultivation involving a labor force working for a absentee 
landowner is fundamental while scale is incidental.
 The local response to the Bourbon inspired hacienda expansion was the genesis 
and fluorescence of independent ranchos and cofradía estates. In this case, the infrastruc-
ture dedicated to the raising of livestock or crops was the property of neither a wealthy 
absentee landowner nor a local smallholder but a community of indigenous farmers op-
erating separately from any of the officially sanctioned settlements (Alexander 2004:97). 
Cofradía estates differed from independent ranchos in that their profit was dedicated to a 
particular patron saint and the celebration of that saint’s fiesta (Alexander 2004:44, 97-98; 
Farriss 1984:266-268; Patch 1993:27; Perry and Perry 1988:38; Reed 1964:23). The 
infrastructure of corrals and water management features was established and maintained 
by the community, the labor was a group responsibility, and the profits were shared with 
some degree of equitability (Alexander 2004:97).  Again, as in all of the agricultural sites, 
the archaeological signature includes corrals, well/noria features and bebederos (drinking 
troughs). Like a rancho, this category would lack a single central masonry residence, but 
the nature of residential communal labor instead necessitated a place of worship. Thus a 
relatively small religious building or chapel takes the place of the central residence as the 
distinguishing characteristic of the independent rancho category. 
 Due in large part to the remoteness of Beneficios Altos, there never was a great 
explosion of haciendas or independent ranchos. Extensive CRAS survey efforts sur-
rounding Sacalaca and Saban have located only five agricultural sites whose architecture 
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would signify their designation as haciendas and only one independent rancho. Figure 
4.27 is a map showing the distribution of those sites.
Figure 4.27: Distribution of Haciendas and Independent Ranchos
(Romero de Tejada y Picatoste 2004:139, 143, 147, 149, 153, 155, 157, 159, 161, 163, 165, 169)
Table 4.9 demonstrates the distribution of architectural features among categories of 
agricultural settlement by reference to the ejidos (agricultural lands allotted to and col-
lectively administered by its residents) of Sacalaca and Saban.
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Table 4.9: Features of Surveyed Beneficios Altos Haciendas and Independent Ranchos
(Sacalaca and Saban Ejidos)
Haciendas
(5)
Independent 
Ranchos (1)
Casas Mayores 5 0
Bebederos 8 1
Central Corrals 4 1
Well 8 1
Noria 4 1
Aqueduct/Canal 1 1
Trapiches/Structure Foundations 4 0
Staircases 5 1
Religious Structures 0 1
 Hacienda Xbalche. Hacienda Xbalche of Sacalaca is a 2.4 hectare area enclosed 
by albarradas, dominated by corral or potential crop space (Figure 4.28). Among its most 
prominent features is a massive corral gate that provides access to the central area and the 
masonry house. The house itself lies on the central axis directly across from the gate. Just 
south of the house is the primary water source, a square-cut well with a built in pila as 
well as an aqueduct system that leads to a large bebedero within the central corral.  There 
is a secondary and unusual well feature north of the house. It is composed of two circular 
holes accessing the water table. There is no indication of any external structure around 
these access points which poses a clear hazard to any passing people or livestock. The 
two abutting wells, incidentally consume a space of about a meter long and a half meter 
wide. This is are same dimensions of the house well suggesting perhaps that this double 
well feature was an abandoned work in progress. A separate feature that is fairly unique 
to Xbalche is a sascabera, behind/east of/ and potentially reaching underneath the house. 
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This hollowed out cavern was presumably created in the process of extracting building 
material, likely for the Precolumbian occupation of the area. It currently houses artifacts 
of the historical period that were either discarded or cached there.
 Xbalche contains multiple components of use and varying functions. Surface 
collection and excavated materials indicate that beneath historical-era settlements, there 
are Precolumbian Maya settlements dating as far back as the Formative Period with 
components of the Early and Terminal Classic as well (Johnstone 2005:180; Johnstone 
2010d:260; Kaeding 2005:138). Based on architectural infrastructure, later occupation 
seems to have been dedicated to cattle raising, perhaps following a period of time dur-
ing which the land was used to grow sugar cane, a booming agricultural pursuit in the 
region (Alexander 2004:29, 53, 109; Dumond 1997:46, 64; Flores 2004:197; Johnstone 
2010c:106; Kaeding 2005:103, 105; Patch 1993:142; Quezada 2001:135-137; Reed 
1964:9-11; Rugeley 1996:149). Based on the elaboration of the architecture of the main 
house, the presence of three separate wells, a system of aqueducts and bebederos, and 
the amount of land encompassed within its albarradas, it can be safely proposed that 
Xbalche was among the more prosperous of the haciendas in the region. The degree of 
infrastructural investment at such a considerable distance from any centralized settlement 
lends further credence to this claim. 
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Figure 4.28: Hacienda Xbalche Plan View
 Hacienda Xbaquil. The Sacalaca Hacienda Xbaquil within the ejido of Sacalaca 
(not to be confused with the Xbaquil within the boundaries of Ichmul) contains one of the 
most substantial historical components in the ejido.  In fact, the historical architecture of 
Xbaquil is among the largest in the CRAS region and qualifies as one of the few undeni-
able haciendas.  As discussed above, the distinction between haciendas and the more 
common ranchos relies on the presence of the large residential structure (or casa mayor) 
of the absentee landowner, or the house in which the hacienda foreman would have 
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resided.  Potentially, a casa mayor could serve both purposes.  At any rate, the central 
feature within the boundaries of the main corral of Xbaquil is a large well and noria 
connected by aqueducts to a bebedero to the north.  Just northeast of this is an area of two 
terraces raised above the ground surface. At the top of the higher terrace sits the founda-
tion of a rather large apsidal house.  Currently, there is nothing more than the foundation, 
meaning that this hacienda does not display the same scale of residential architecture as 
has been found at other haciendas in the region.  Nevertheless, the central location of this 
foundation and the architectural infrastructure around it suggest that this structure was a 
casa mayor.  Alternately, it is possible that the top-tier platform represents the foundation 
of a larger, rectangular casa mayor.  In this case, then, the somewhat insubstantial apsidal 
foundation would be a more recent structure that reused the stones of the original.
 Incidentally, the two raised tiers in this central area seem to be modified natural 
features.  Still, the natural rise was undeniably modified by albarradas that run their 
boundaries and staircases that surmount the inclines.  The staircase that approaches from 
the ground surface to the first tier is an interesting feature: it has two small rounded 
tunnels running through it under the second and fourth stairs.  While such a feature would 
certainly suggest a drainage function in some settings, this does not seem to be the case 
here. First, there seems to be little change in elevation on either side of the stairwell, 
suggesting that even if pooling was a concern, these drains would not have addressed it.  
Second, the two tunnels are completely different sizes, each taking up the space available 
to them.  This, too, suggests that these arch features may have been more decorative than 
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purely practical.  On the other hand, at least on the southern wall of the first tier, there is 
a system for drainage that will allow water to runoff into the bebedero.  It is not unlikely 
that there are similar systems linking the second tier to the first and something in place to 
address this issue east of the staircase, but, at this time, only the system leading directly 
to the bebedero has been observed. As mentioned above, a central feature of Xbaquil is 
its well and noria.  There is also a second well located to the north, on the second tier and 
parallel to the casa mayor.  This well is not attached to any other features and lies only 
about 13 meters from the well and noria of the lower tier. It is clear that both this well 
and the large central well draw from the same cenote. Likely, these wells are modified 
natural access points to the water below, with the higher well specifically serving the 
household and the lower well administering to the needs of the livestock of the central 
corral.
 The albarrada system that defines the central area of the site extends to the east.  
These albarradas define relatively small spaces including spaces that seem to be at higher 
elevations.  It is possible that this separate area may have been defined specifically as a 
living space for the resident labor force of the hacienda, which would be characterized 
by perishable and, thus, archaeologically invisible house foundations. The larger house 
platform then could represent a residence for the labor foreman. Figure 4.29 shows the 
core of the hacienda and indicates the general area of the extensive corrals but does not 
represent a comprehensive survey of the areas surrounding the site center.
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Figure 4.29: Hacienda Xbaquil Plan View
 Independent Rancho Guadalupe. Sacalaca’s Rancho Guadalupe consists of two 
separate historical components situated alongside a Precolumbian mound.  The south-
western part of the site contains features that are generally associated with a rancho:  in 
this case, a large well dug into a square, walled platform. A staircase cut into its northeast 
corner provides access to the well.  Extending from this side to the east there is an area 
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of restricted corral space and a long bebedero, which is fed by a canal leading down from 
the well. Figure 4.30 is the plan view map of this rancho component of the Guadalupe 
complex.
4      =      albarrada     =      masonry feature0 5 102.5 Meters
Figure 4.30: Rancho Guadalupe Plan View – Well and Associated Features
 The second component of the site is a stand-alone chapel about 260 meters to the 
northeast of the well.  This is the unique feature that puts this site in the category of an 
independent rancho. The chapel is closed off by a rounded wall on the west and open 
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on its eastern, squared side.  Though there are symmetrical doorways on the northern 
and southern walls of the chapel, the lack of a large amount of collapse debris indicates 
that the open side was always open.  Similar reasoning suggests that the structure never 
included a roof more substantial than thatch.  The rear platform, on the west end of the 
structure, is two steps higher than the rest of the chapel. This area has a second smaller 
platform in the center, likely representing the original location of the altar.  To the south 
of the altar there is a stone pillar and wall extending to the exterior wall of the chapel.  
While this feature is largely collapsed, it seems likely that there was a complement on the 
north and potentially an arch connecting the two over the altar.  This would have served 
to restrict access to the rear, curved part of the chapel. Figure 4.31 shows the architectural 
footprint of the Guadalupe chapel.
149
Figure 4.31: Rancho Guadalupe Chapel
 Along both the north and south walls of the chapel, running between the western 
door jambs and the area of the potential arch, there is a preserved painted decoration on 
a plaster surface.  The decoration shows an alternating pattern of bisected circles with 
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either half painted white or red. These circles were then connected by a crosshatch pat-
tern. 
 Currently the chapel is located in an open zacate (grass) field which allows a 
higher degree of visibility.  There are a number of raised areas visible within the field 
and it seems likely that these raised areas are either artificial house platforms or, at least, 
partially modified natural outcrops that were used for that purpose.  What is unclear at 
this point is whether these platforms are contemporary with the chapel and well features 
and therefore represent the houses of the resident worker population of the independent 
rancho, or whether the house platforms are older and are associated with the pyramidal 
mound located to the east of the chapel.  Of course, they could have been used during 
both Precolumbian and colonial periods.  These features require further investigation.
 Hacienda San Pedro. This hacienda site  in Saban is probably the largest histori-
cal site in the survey region. Characterized by a very large masonry house, a large noria 
and bebedero complex, and a complex of albarradas, Hacienda San Pedro is also one of 
the most remote sites in the study area and located as far from any access roads as any 
of the sites visited in Saban.  Probably because of, rather than in spite of, its isolation, 
this site has become the location for a large-scale apiculture program.  Directly in the 
center of the site, between the well and the house, there are stacks of at least 40 hives 
housing what has been reported to be Africanized bees.  The site’s remote location and 
the presence of aggressive bees have made the mapping of this site particularly difficult.  
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We were able to establish a base point and initiate a total station map, but were forced 
to switch over to a simpler and more expedient sketch map and description because of 
these challenging mapping conditions. The combination of the total station map and the 
sketched elements is presented in Figure 4.32.
Figure 4.32: Hacienda San Pedro Plan View
The central noria platform is about a meter and half high and accessible by a stairway 
that leads toward the large central house.  The central well is a large square-cut hole.  
There is a channel set into the noria; it leads from the platform to the northwest.  This 
channel is enclosed, plastered over by the surface of the platform.  The channel leads to 
an aqueduct that is constructed at the level of the noria (1.5 meters high) and then runs 
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another (noria length) where it reaches a large bebedero.  At this point the bebedero has 
sloped down to 70 centimeters above the ground.
 Like several other agricultural sites in the region, this one clearly features a 
more recent occupation.  There is an inscription in the bebedero plaster that reads “1960 
Rancho San Pedro.”  While it is clear that the occupants of this site identified it as a 
rancho, it is important to note that using the categorization of this study, the site falls 
clearly within the designation of a hacienda.  The key feature in this designation, again, 
concerns the presence of a central residence.  San Pedro has a large masonry residence, 
the walls of which still stand about 3–3.5 meters tall. It is a large, long structure rounded 
at both ends.  The central space is divided between a single room and an open porch area.  
The doors of the house are elaborately decorated with scalloped moldings.  Two stairways 
provide access to the central porch.  Pillars run the length of the porch on the side with 
the stairways. 
 There is at least one separate foundation near the main house.  This foundation 
is currently the base for a perishable structure and probably always has been.  There are 
several other four-post structures scattered around the central yard, bearing evidence of 
other, more ephemeral structures.  Beyond this central yard, there is a network of albar-
radas that extends in every direction.  These albarradas establish corral areas and roads.
 
 Hacienda San Miguel. A hacienda site characterized by a large central noria 
platform with an adjacent house and central corral area, Saban’s San Miguel is currently 
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a fully operational cattle ranch. It is somewhat difficult to distinguish its historical 
components from those that are more modern. Nevertheless, construction techniques and 
materials suggest that the noria and house are of greater antiquity.
 The corral has three large bebederos that run in a line along its southern wall. 
These are fed by a channel that leads from the well. These features, specifically the 
channel, have been modified and re-purposed in recent times. In fact, it seems likely that 
the large beveled stones from the original bebederos are now the same stones that line 
the walkway to the house. They maintain the same beveled shape that characterizes older 
bebederos in the region. 
 There is a single small square feature set to the south of the central complex. It is 
unclear what purpose this may have served, but it is interesting that it currently houses 
a standard olive jar, typical of the colonial period. Near this square feature, there is an 
open perishable shelter. While the structure is clearly modern, the foundation stones upon 
which it stands may date to the hacienda’s colonial occupation. The modern and historical 
components of Hacienda San Miguel are illustrated in Figure 4.33.
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4      =      albarrada     =      masonry feature0 25 5012.5 Meters
(noria
architecture)
Figure 4.33: Hacienda San Miguel Plan View
 
 Hacienda Palomar. This southernmost site associated with Saban features the 
standard agricultural complex as well as a masonry house thereby establishing it as a 
hacienda.  The central well is a standard circular well associated with a double bebedero 
feature similar to those seen at a number of other sites in the region.  Interestingly, there 
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is no evidence for albarradas in the area of the bebedero that would establish a central 
corral. The house is located to the south of the well.  It is an oval structure with a square 
porch extending from the north edge.  This northern extension is a constructed platform 
that connects with the house.  It is not clear whether the house itself sits on an artificial 
platform or is instead on a modified natural rise. These features, constituting the core of 
the site, are shown in Figure 4.34.
Figure 4.34: Hacienda Palomar Plan View – Site Core
156
Albarradas extend to the east and south of the house.  As currently known, the albar-
radas establish only a couple of clearly enclosed areas.  The albarrada network itself, 
however, extends further in both directions.  Likely, these albarradas establish boundar-
ies for roads linking Palomar to other sites. The relationship among all of the features 
recorded for Hacienda Palomar is illustrated in Figure 4.35.
Figure 4.35: Hacienda Palomar Plan View – Large Scale
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 The agricultural sites  introduced above represent a particularly salient material 
aspect of the Bourbon Reforms. The effects of those political changes were far more 
wide-reaching, however. Interaction between the agents of the colonized majority and 
the agents of hegemony (in activities such as trade, tax collection, and local political 
administration) were now more rigidly enforced and tightly monitored. The terms of 
negotiation had been redefined and undermined. These trends continued through the end 
of the century and contributed the fluctuating circumstances of Independence discussed in 
Chapter 5. 
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CHAPTER 5
CRIOLLO INFLUX: INDEPENDENCE TO THE EARLY MEXICAN 
REPUBLICAN PERIOD (1821-1847)
 Frontier areas such as Beneficios Altos are by no means immune to political 
fluctuations in the capitals, from provincial to imperial levels. In this chapter I discuss a 
period of time during which imperial political machinations brought particularly dramatic 
changes to frontier life. Fundamentally, this era was ushered in by the termination 
of the Bourbon Intendancy at the behest of Napoleon Bonaparte (Rugeley 1996:33). 
Though the historical actors and events of Europe were distant and possibly unknown 
to a Maya farmer in Beneficios Altos, “the turbulence of these dramatic events rippled 
into all corners of the Latin American colonies” (Rugeley 1996:33). These changes from 
across the ocean spurred decades of political realignment and positioning among criollo 
elites, conflicts between the church and the state, open debate over all taxation schemes, 
revolt among elements of both the landed and peasant populations, redefinition of social 
statuses, and, ultimately, Mexican and Yucatecan Independence (Alexander 2004:49; 
Rugeley 1996:33-60). This tremendous watershed historical era with such dramatic 
global consequences is  well beyond the scope of this study. In this chapter, I instead 
focus on one particular aspect of this process that had particularly drastic effects on the 
landscapes of Beneficios Altos: the in-migration of a large population of  criollos to the 
frontier. 
 With the arrival of Independence, the repúblicas de indios discussed in Chapter 
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4 were cited as a symbol of oppression that needed to be discarded along with the old 
regime (Alexander 2004:49; Patch 1993:24, 225).  In fact, the repúblicas were repeatedly 
disbanded and reinstated several times over the course of a decade (Alexander 2004:49, 
54; Rugeley 1996:23-24). Going hand-in-hand with the spirit of removal of this level 
of representation was the opening up for purchase of terrenos baldios, or unclaimed 
land, which was officially written into Yucatán law starting as early as 1825 (Alexander 
2004:109; Dumond 1997:65; Rugeley 1996:63-68).  This resulted in a nearly unchecked 
land grab that extended well beyond the cities as criollo opportunists sought to capitalize 
by translating land into fortune in the increasingly profitable cattle-raising and sugarcane 
industries (Dumond 1997:85-87; Patch 1993:153, 207; Rugeley 1996:63-68, 185). 
Surprisingly, although it is just one of ten provinces (partidos), the region of Beneficios 
Altos played host to about one-fourth of these land claims (Dumond 1997:86-87; Rugeley 
1996:17, 124-130). Unfortunately, these “empty lands” were not actually vacant.  They 
were an integral part of an agricultural cycle that demanded that a field lie fallow for 
several years to maintain productivity (Dumond 1997:64; Patch 1993:15). Unlike much 
of the rest of the peninsula, this change in land tenure was a dramatic difference from the 
preceding years. From 1718-1803 the rise of the haciendas had gradually transformed 
the Maya peasantry of many areas from independent subsistence farmers to part time 
wage laborers and, ultimately, to resident debt peons (Patch 1993:143-144). In Beneficios 
Altos, because the focus on stock-raising required a smaller labor force, almost no large 
hacienda systems were established (Patch 1993:145).  Thus, while the colonial period 
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saw plenty of forced migration and redefinition of the landscape, only this later incursion 
represented a wholesale threat to Maya sustainability and the foundations of a way of life 
that long predated the arrival of Spaniards. The events of this period were responsible for 
exposing the Maya residents of the east and the south to a degree of hegemonic exploita-
tion that they had largely avoided (Bricker 1981:178).
 The foundation of this discussion of criollo influx is an unprecedented movement 
of non-Maya Yucatecos into the frontier areas of the peninsula. While the traditional colo-
nial racial divide distinguished Maya from Spaniard, that dichotomy was not sufficiently 
accurate during this time period. Preceding and, ultimately, contributing to Independence 
in 1821, residents of Yucatán were forced to reassess their political positions and al-
legiances. The simplified contrast was between federalist and centralist factions (that 
is, political parties that respectively supported or opposed independence from Mexico) 
, but the fluctuating popularity between the two involved conflicts between Campeche 
and Merida, Mexico and the United States, and the nature of the peninsula’s role within 
Mexico as a whole (Dumond 1997:66). As Dumond (1997:66) notes, “Between 1821 ... 
and 1840 the centralists ruled for three separate intervals and the federalists for two ... 
after 1840, [Yucatán] would proclaim two periods of independence from Mexico.” To 
that end, it would be no more appropriate to label non-Maya residents as Mexicans than 
Spaniards. Other sources have described the non-Maya population as “ladinos” (Reed 
1964) or “vecinos” (Dumond 1997). For the purposes of this discussion, I use the term 
criollo as employed by Alexander (2004) and Rugeley (1996) to encapsulate that this 
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demographic element was made up of Spaniards, Yucatecans of Spanish heritage, and 
mestizos—basically all groups of the Castas system that were not of Maya or African 
descent. 
 This is the group that descended on the frontier communities, a migratory process 
that carried with it a severe increase in the alienating pressures that characterize colonial-
ism. This section elucidates those alienating pressures in a variety of manifestations that 
have been preserved in the historical and archaeological records of Beneficios Altos. 
First, and perhaps most dramatically, I introduce the effect that the criollo influx had 
on the agricultural practices of the region. Next, I discuss the alienating effects that the 
same process brought to the cabecera communities with reference to changes in the 
demographic and architectural signatures of those settlements and their outlying pueblos. 
Finally, I outline some of the changes that took place within the political and mundane 
aspects of  Beneficios Altos life that are less visible on the landscape but certainly as 
effective as catalysts of alienation. 
1. Agricultural Alienation: Terrenos Baldios and Land Stress
 In her research on the Yaxcabá parish of south-central Yucatán, Alexander 
(2004:103-116) investigated the reality of land stress associated with the sale of terrenos 
baldios. Land stress is to be understood as the difficulty resulting from the alienation of 
Maya peasantry through the systematic privatization of the agricultural land on which 
they subsisted. This was not simply a process of title being transferred from indigenous to 
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criollo hands. Instead it was much more complex, involving claims for legitimately open 
lands, contested plots in border areas, and prolonged legal battles (Alexander 2004:155; 
Patch 1993:71,188; Rugeley 1996:33-37, 66).  In reality, most villages likely had access 
to more than enough land to support their populations (Alexander 2004:113-114). During 
this criollo influx, however, that abundance of land shrank until the individual Maya 
farmer had to change his strategies and travel greater distances to make milpa. Land 
stress, then, refers to increasingly difficult subsistence on the same landscape now altered 
by privatization. In order to assess stress, Alexander (2004:111-114) employs a number of 
assumptions and standardized formulas.  She begins by multiplying standard agricultural 
plot size by assumed fallow cycle ratios to determine how much land a milpa farmer 
would need in order to be self-sustaining (Alexander 2004:104-105).  Alexander then 
applies this number to the amount of land available to a quantified population of farmers 
to identify which communities suffered under circumstances of land stress (Alexander 
2004:113-115).  She determines that, while land stress was a growing problem in Yaxcabá 
in the years preceding the Caste War, it does not seem so strained as to have left the 
Yaxcabá Maya without non-military options (Alexander 2004:115-116).
 I have collected archival data referring to the Beneficios Altos region and the na-
ture of terrenos baldios claims in the final years preceding the Caste War (AGEY:1832a, 
1832b, 1832c; CAIHY:1844).  By applying the methods outlined by Alexander’s Yaxcabá 
study, we begin to get a sense of land stress in Beneficios Altos.  Among the three classes 
of land relevant to this discussion is the ejido, the category referring to lands held in 
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common by designated villages. Later legislation also allotted ejido lands to other types 
of settlements including ranchos according to the size of their populations (Alexander 
2004:107). During the time period studied here, ejidos were restricted to an area of four 
square leagues (a league was a standardized linear measurement meant to approximate 
the distance that could be covered by an hour of walking; 1 square league = 17.4 square 
kilometers or 1,740 hectares) from the center of the village (Alexander 2004:54, 107, 
165). Because the 1832 census records used here do not mention any smaller settlements 
and in the interest of erring on the side of conservative estimates, the following section 
uses population data from the municipal pueblos of the survey region only (AGEY:1832a, 
1832b, 1832c). Figure 5.1 is a map of those population centers and the land allotted 
to each by the post-Independence government according to their populations as listed 
in 1832 census records (AGEY:1832a, 1832b, 1832c).  Each of these Beneficios Altos 
pueblos would have been granted the full ejido land allotment of four square leagues, if 
for no other reason than that they were occupied by more than the requisite 150 taxpayers 
(Alexander 2004:107; Dumond 1997:64). 
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Figure 5.1: Allotment of Ejido Lands by Pueblo, 1832
  As clear in Figure 5.1, the four square league allotment results in considerable 
overlap because of the proximity of the pueblos in three out of four cases.  While 
Tihosuco and Tepich are sufficiently distant from each other that no overlap occurs, in 
both the case of Chikindzonot/Ekpedz and that of Polyuc/Chunhuhub the two centers are 
so geographically close that their allotments necessarily intrude upon one another. Worse 
yet, Sacalaca’s ejido land overlaps slightly with that of Saban, Uaymax, and Xquerol, 
while Ichmul and Saban are almost entirely superimposed upon their respective counter-
parts in Xquerol and Uaymax. 
 The remainder of this analysis uses these pueblos and their 1832 populations as 
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a baseline for assessing the agricultural situation in Beneficios Altos following Indepen-
dence. As is discussed later in this chapter, the general demographic trend is one of often 
dramatic population increase in Beneficios Altos as well as the larger region (Alexander 
2004:42-54). Unfortunately, historical data so far recovered for Beneficios Altos does not 
afford analytical resolution for the years of the 1840s. That being the case, I maintain the 
1832 data as the backdrop for the discussion of the following decade. While this means 
that the population data is inaccurate, it is a conservative error based on the best available 
data. Agricultural strain can, in fact, was likely more pronounced than is indicated here. 
Following the description of the agricultural situation in 1832, I proceed to discuss the 
effects of criollo influx into that landscape.
 Table 5.1 displays the data that refer to the degree of agricultural strain in 1832. 
It introduces the Beneficios Altos pueblos under study, the amount of land they were 
allotted as ejido, and the number of farmers estimated for each population. The table then 
proceeds to display the amount of land that would be necessary per ejido given various 
combinations of agricultural field size and intensification strategies.
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Table 5.1: Necessary Intensification Levels According to Farmer Populations in Beneficios Altos 
Pueblos 
(after Alexander 2004:114)
Note: The number of farmers is derived from 1832 populations. Plot sizes are listed in mecates (25 mecates 
= 1 hectare). All calculations assume two years of cultivation between fallow cycles. Numbers in bold 
indicate maximum fallow conditions per plot size for each population. 
 Table 5.1 takes into account the ejido overlap illustrated in Figure 5.1 above by 
assigning the overlapping area to the cabecera except in the case of Saban and Uaymax 
where the overlap is evenly divided to reflect their equivalent status as pueblos. The result 
is listed in the second column of Table 5.1 as ejido size recorded in square kilometers. 
In this analysis, each cabecera center receives the full 69.4 square kilometers while all 
others are adjusted according to the nature of their overlapping allotments. 
 Another essential variable necessary to assess land stress is the number of farmers 
who were expected to share the allotment. This information is listed in the third column 
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of Table 5.1.  The farmer population used in this analysis is derived by taking 23% of the 
total population recorded in the 1832 census. Twenty-three percent is a representative 
estimate of the makeup of adult males among Latin American agrarian communities and 
has been found to be consistent with more detailed Yaxcabá and Beneficios Altos census 
records (Alexander 2004:104).  
 The remainder of Table 5.1 lists the amount of land needed for the respective 
populations given various scenarios of agricultural intensification. Though attempts have 
been made to identify one, there is no definitive answer to the question of the size of a 
farmer’s plot throughout the peninsula over time. This is largely the result of the contrast-
ing interests of the farmers seeking to maximize their yield from a limited landscape 
and the administration devoted to profitable taxation schemes and crop surpluses (Patch 
1993:209). In practice, plots were most likely either 100 or 60 mecates (25 mecates 
equals one hectare or .01 square kilometers), or perhaps somewhere within that range 
(Alexander 2004:112; Rugeley 1996:18). The fourth column in Table 5.1 presents both 
options per settlement listed in the first column.
 The last seven columns of Table 5.1 indicate how much land would be needed 
to support each settlement’s farmer population according to how many years each plot 
would be left fallow. Ideally, a plot could be left fallow for ten or more years, giving the 
soil ample time to recover the nutrients that were depleted during cultivation (Alexander 
2004:113; Patch 1993:15; Rugeley 1996:9). Under circumstances of land stress, however, 
agricultural intensification leads to the shortening of the fallow cycle. In other words, a 
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plot that would otherwise be left fallow for ten years might be planted again much sooner. 
Disregarding the detrimental effects of intensification, a shorter fallow cycle basically 
frees up more land. The numbers presented under the “years fallow” columns of Table 
5.1 are the result of applying Alexander’s formula to Beneficios Altos data. First, to 
assess the necessary amount of land per farmer, the plot size is multiplied by the ratio 
of years cultivated to years fallow. Here we will assume each plot is cultivated for two 
years before it is left to regrowth. A farmer using a one hundred mecates (1 mecate = .004 
square kilometers) plot cultivated for two years and left fallow for ten would need access 
to 600 mecates (100 x [12/2]). To assess the land needs for an entire settlement we multi-
ply the land needed per farmer by the total farmer population. In Tepich, for example, 610 
farmers each needing 600 mecates of cultivable land (given the 100 mecate plot size and 
a ten year fallow cycle) would require 366,000 mecates which is equivalent 146.4 square 
kilometers. Compare this with the 69.4 square kilometers officially allotted to Tepich and 
it becomes evident that some degree of intensification of some nature was necessary.
 We see that many of the communities listed, including Polyuc, Xquerol, Uaymax, 
Sacalaca and Chunhuhub, could survive by reducing plot sizes without greatly reducing 
the amount of time these milpas lie in fallow.  Others, like Tepich and Chikindzonot, had 
to reduce both plot size and fallow cycles in order to maintain subsistence levels in the 
land allotted.  Meanwhile, Ichmul and Tihosuco would be compelled to drastically reduce 
both plot size and fallow time in order for farmers to have sufficient access. 
 The information provided by these 1832 archival census data suggests that, for the 
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most part, Maya farmers of Beneficios Altos could have avoided starvation through some 
combination of intensification tactics as suggested above (AGEY:1832a, 1832b, 1832c).  
Barely escaping starvation, however, is not likely to be a satisfactory condition for an 
agricultural population.  Instead, it is probable that rather than scraping by with increas-
ingly detrimental intensification, Beneficios Altos Maya farmers would simply extend 
into the unallocated lands surrounding the communal allotments, the so-called terrenos 
baldios (Alexander 2004:54, 103; Rugeley 1996:11).  Figure 5.2 displays the amount of 
extra land that would have been employed as milpa in order to sustain these Beneficios 
Altos communities at 1832 population levels. The gray area represents the spill over into 
terrenos baldios assuming that milpa plots were maintained at the ideal 100 mecates 
area with a 10-year fallow cycle. Again, the increased distance between home and milpa 
is not ideal but certainly acceptable considering the lack of alternatives. This model 
does assume that the population is restricted to swidden agriculture. Other means of 
agricultural intensification and diversification were almost certainly attempted and likely 
implemented on occasion (Alexander 2004:20-21). While those practices would help 
alleviate some of the agricultural strain, archaeological, historical, and modern evidence 
from Beneficios Altos suggests that swidden-based milpa agriculture requiring access to a 
considerable amount of land was the norm.
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Figure 5.2: Land Beyond Ejido Allotments Needed to Support 1832 Beneficios Altos Populations
 
 The somewhat strained agricultural compromise of 1832 presented here became 
more volatile in the last years preceding the Caste War.  As mentioned above, this time 
period saw a land-grab taking place as criollo entrepreneurs laid claim to terrenos baldios 
throughout the peninsula (Alexander 2004:157; Rugeley 1996:67-68). These claims were 
designed to be regulated:
 Theoretically, grants of terreno baldío were restricted to two claims, each 
 measuring a maximum of 1 sq league...Contemporary use of baldíos by farmers  
 for milpa, cattle raising, or other activities were not impediments for a claim, but   
 the purchaser was supposed to compensate those evicted for any improvements   
 that had been made. (Alexander 2004:109)
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Regulation aside, “individuals who acquired the land for the most part were [criollo] 
males” and the process “effectively limited cultivators’ use of public land” (Alexander 
2004:109, 111). 
 Information I have extracted from the Merída archive collection of the Centro 
de Apoyo a la Investigación Histórica de Yucatán (CAIHY) includes records of these 
claims dating back to 1844.  This record certainly does not present the complete picture 
of criollo incursion into these lands.  In fact, of the 61 claims made for Beneficios Altos 
terrenos baldios between December of 1844 and February 6th, 1847, only about 30% 
were listed as sharing a border with still unclaimed terrenos baldios (CAIHY:1844).  The 
remaining 70% of those 61 claims were made in areas where the surrounding land was 
already claimed by some other entity, either a pueblo, an ejido or, more often, another 
rancho or hacienda (CAIHY:1844).  Of that 70%, the majority were bordered by claimed 
land on all sides. Thus, the process was well underway by the time these documents were 
filed and open-access agricultural lands had already been disappearing.
 Figure 5.3 is an adjustment to Figure 5.2 showing the lands allocated to ejidos in 
white, the lands needed to sustain milpa farming in gray, and lands lost to terrenos bal-
dios claims during 1844 in red. The placement on this map of the terrenos baldios plots is 
an approximation. The size of the claims and the pueblos with which they are associated 
is accurate but their location on the ground has yet to be verified. As mentioned above, 
each claim to terrenos baldios is listed with reference to the entities that existed at its 
borders. Using that information, a arrays of claims can be assembled based on their listed 
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relationships. Presumably, then, the networks of connected claims could be anchored 
by any known points. Unfortunately, only the pueblos themselves have retained their 
toponyms since the 1840s; the geopolitical events discussed in Chapter 6 have largely 
replaced that information for the surrounding areas. Thus, the terrenos baldios claims 
illustrated below are informed guesses, reflecting accurate data but not necessarily in the 
appropriate location.
Figure 5.3: 1844 Terrenos Baldios Claims
 At this time, criollo land claims would not have put much extra strain on the 
farming population.  Figure 5.4 shows the additional loss of land that occurred during 
1845.
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Figure 5.4: 1845 Terrenos Baldios Claims
 There is a clear increase in claims, but these claims still do not completely alter 
the nature of the landscape.  By the end of 1846, however, there is a significant increase 
in the degree of criollo incursion into the terrenos baldios, which were fundamental to 
the sustainability of milpa agriculture (Figure 5.5).
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Figure 5.5: 1846 Terrenos Baldios Claims
   In three years, 27 square leagues of land were claimed as terrenos baldios which 
is equal to the introduction of an additional seven fully-allotted communities.  Perhaps 
more important, this loss was occurring at an alarmingly increasing pace.  In 1844 the of-
ficial loss of land totaled only 1.5 square leagues, but increased 400% over the following 
year representing the loss of 6 square leagues of land.  Another 325% increase took place 
during 1846, which removed 19.5 more square leagues from the pool of communally 
used land.  Had this trend continued, 1847 should have seen a loss of somewhere around 
48.75 square leagues of terrenos baldios, clearly a legitimate threat to the maintenance 
of sustainable agricultural practices among Beneficios Altos farmers. So, though the land 
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available to the frontier population may have been sufficient in the 1840s, the perceivable 
rate of loss was a harbinger of imminent failure of the agricultural/economic system. 
Individual Beneficios Altos farmers could reasonably predict a future in which they 
would, at best, live under a circumstance of hacienda-bound debt peonage like many 
of their neighbors to the north (Alexander 204:28, 48; Patch 1993:120, 148-149, 178; 
Rugeley 1996:70, 72). Of course, this scenario was never realized. Instead, on July 30 of 
1847 the first battle of the Caste War was fought in the Beneficios Altos pueblo of Tepich 
(Alexander 2004:61, Dumond 1997:95, 139; Reed 1964:54; Rugeley 1994:179-180). 
 Further archaeological and archival research must be done in order to identify the 
specific uses and locations of the terrenos baldios claimed during the 1840s.  Likewise, 
not all of the smaller settlements surrounding the cabeceras discussed here have been 
included because of a lack of recovered data.  Finally, the populations employed in this 
analysis are, to varying degrees, estimates based on standardized formulas and corollary 
information.  While a refinement of this analysis awaits further research, however, the 
error introduced as a result of my estimations or lack of data is such that it has minimized 
rather than exaggerated the perceived effects of land stress.  
 This analysis portrays a rural agricultural population large enough that the four 
square leagues of legally allotted land were increasingly insufficient. Added to that prob-
lem was the influx of a group made up mostly of criollo opportunists who transformed 
the publicly-used terrenos baldios into ranchos and haciendas that further strained the 
economic circumstances of the majority Maya population. This transformation occurred 
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at such a rapid pace that subsistence based on the perhaps millennia-old tradition of ex-
tensive milpa agriculture may have quickly become unsustainable. At the same time, the 
Beneficios Altos region in the 1840s still contained an abundance of land beyond popula-
tion centers. Likewise, historical records point to this region as one of alternate economic 
and subsistence opportunities that included not only the centuries-old options of flight, 
dispersal, and drift, but also legal and illicit work in the cattle and aguardiente industries 
and trade networks (Patch 1993:142; Rugeley 1996:28, 78-84, 163).  Just as Alexander 
(2004:113) determined in Yaxcabá, Beneficios Altos populations did not face an 
insurmountable condition of land stress. Furthermore, like Yaxcabá, the Beneficios Altos 
society was stratified to a degree that land stress would not have been an equal challenge 
for every resident or even every resident of Maya descent. In sum, while land stress does 
not appear to have been an issue when  discussed in terms of population-level agricultural 
strategies, consideration of how the same process would have been experienced at the 
individual scale offers a different perspective. The rate of land privatization, along with 
other manifestations of alienation that accompanied the criollo influx must have been a 
palpable threat to the very foundation of the frontier subsistence and economy.
2. Cabecera Alienation
 The loss of agricultural land addressed above did not occur in isolation. Instead, 
the criollo investors that purchased the land grants also dramatically altered the nature 
of the cabecera and pueblo settlements of the region (Alexander 2004:82-89). In this 
section I present data that illustrate a process by which the agriculturalist majority was 
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compromised within the landscape of their home communities in a manner that replicates 
the process that was taking place upon the agricultural landscape. I introduce historical 
data that describe the demographic relationship between pueblos and cabeceras and the 
changes that this criollo influx brought to that system. I also discuss the material signa-
ture that accompanied these changes. 
 
Demographic Change
 While census data from the region are scarce, I was fortunate to recover docu-
ments from the Archivo de la Mitra Emeritense (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784c, 1784d), 
the Centro de Apoyo a la Investigación Histórica de Yucatán (CAIHY:1821),  and 
the Archivo General del Estado de Yucatán (AGEY:1832b) that outline some of the 
demographic trends that took place during this crucial period leading up to and including 
the transition to Independence. The data within these documents illustrate a process of 
alienation that involves a significant increase in the overall population and a reorganiza-
tion of the settlement patterns in the region. It is important to note that the data presented 
here refer to differences between two specific points in time: 1784 and 1821. The 
processes demonstrated were already underway before the former census was conducted 
and continued after the latter.
 Although the administrative dissection of the region into manageable segments 
was more complicated and involved different systems for the government and for the 
church, and different systems still for secular and mendicant sectors of the church, in this 
178
section I organize this population by reference to each cabecera and its satellite pueblos 
(Patch 1993:56-60). The cabecera of Ichmul administered to the twin pueblos of Saban 
and Uaymax, as well as to Tiholop, Tinum, and Celul (Xquerol) (AME:1784a; CAI-
HY:1821). Tihosuco was the cabecera for Tepich, and Tela (AME:1784d; CAIHY:1821). 
Sacalaca served as the central cabecera for the pueblos of Petulillo and Dzonotchel 
(AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821). Finally, the cabecera of Chikindzonot anchored the single 
pueblo of Ekpedz (AME:1784b; CAIHY:1821).  Unfortunately, the census for the 
southern cabecera of Chunhuhub and its pueblos (Polyuc and Tituc) was recorded in a 
different manner and is, therefore, not directly comparable in this analysis (AME:1784c). 
 For all cabeceras, the census of 1784 included the populations of each rancho 
and hacienda (AME:1784a, 1784b,1784c). The populations of these agricultural settle-
ments were listed separately, by name, under the jurisdiction of their nearest cabecera. 
Unfortunately, that information was overlooked in the census of 1821 (CAIHY:1821). 
The populations of the outlying agricultural settlements were simply subsumed into the 
pueblo and cabecera populations (CAIHY:1821). Like Chunhuhub, then, this category 
of data which represents an average of 11% of the communities where they have been 
recorded must be omitted in order to make legitimate comparisons (AME:1784a, 1784b, 
1784c).
 The primary demographic change that took place in the 37 years between cen-
suses was a marked increase in the overall population of the region. The potential causes 
suggested for this increase are discussed below with reference to the region as a whole. 
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First, I introduce the effects of these 37 years on each of the cabecera/pueblo groups. 
Table 5.2 shows the changes that occurred in Ichmul and its satellite communities.
Table 5.2: Population Shifts for Ichmul Cabecera, 1784 to 1821
(AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821)
Settlement Name Population 1784 Population 1821
Ichmul (cabecera) 1630 3017
Saban/Uaymax 1862 3628
Tiholop 2356 1831
Tinum 639 1540
Celul 311 828
Table 5.2 records a population increase from 6,798 individuals to 10,844 between 1784 
and 1821, an increase of 60% over 37 years (AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821).  The increase 
is not evenly distributed throughout the region. Instead, populations in the villages 
increased by 2,659 people, representing 66% of the increase while the cabecera saw only 
34% (AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821). The opposite is true among the towns centered on 
Tihosuco as presented in Table 5.3.
Table 5.3: Population Shifts for Tihosuco Cabecera, 1784 to 1821
(AME:1784d; CAIHY:1821)
Settlement Name Population 1784 Population 1821
Tihosuco (cabecera) 1991 5595
Tepich 766 2141
Tela 1077 2403
The population of Tihosuco and its pueblos increased 164%, from 3,834 to 10,139 
(AME:1784d; CAIHY:1821). Population increase in the Tihosuco cabecera is compara-
ble to that of Ichmul at 62%.  The disparity for the larger Tihosuco region is generally the 
reverse of Ichmul with a greater influx evident in the cabecera (57%) than in the pueblos 
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(43%) (AME:1784d; CAIHY:1821). The cabecera of Tihosuco actually saw the greatest 
increase of all settlements as is apparent in Figure 5.6 below. This may be a reflection of 
a growing status for this population center. Table 5.4 shows that Sacalaca’s settlement 
pattern saw nowhere near the raw numbers of population increase seen in Tihosuco and 
Ichmul.
Table 5.4: Population Shifts for Sacalaca Cabecera, 1784 to 1821
(AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821)
Settlement Name Population 1784 Population 1821
Sacalaca (cabecera) 795 1738
Petulillo 244 562
Dzonotchel 667 1730
While different in nature, the population change in Sacalaca was profound. Though the 
final counts are very small by comparison to Ichmul and Tihosuco, the 37 years between 
censuses saw the population more than double with 103% increase (AME:1784a; 
CAIHY:1821). Again, the increase is not equally distributed. Like Ichmul, Sacalaca’s 
pueblos saw a greater population increase with 59% while the cabecera itself hosted 41% 
(AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821). Chikindzonot and its pueblo Ekpedz, displayed in Table 
5.5, reverse that trend again.
Table 5.5: Population Shifts for Chikindzonot Cabecera, 1784 to 1821
(AME:1784b; CAIHY:1821)
Settlement Name Population 1784 Population 1821
Chikindzonot (cabecera) 1081 2214
Ekpedz 782 1111
Chikindzonot and Ekpedz see a 56% overall population increase (AME:1784b; 
CAIHY:1821). The cabecera bore the brunt of the increase with 78%, while Ekpedz saw 
only 329 more residents which constituted 22% (AME:1784b; CAIHY:1821). Between 
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1784 and 1821, these 13 settlements saw their populations swell by a combined total of 
14,137 people (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784d; CAIHY:1821). This increase represents an 
almost exact doubling of the standing 1784 population of 14,201. Figure 5.6 shows the 
distribution of that increase by settlement.
Figure 5.6: Population Increase by Beneficios Altos Settlement, 1784-1821
(AME:1784a, 1784b,1784d; CAIHY:1821)
One aspect of Figure 5.6 stands out immediately. Clearly, the greatest increase in popula-
tion occurred at Tihosuco. It is not clear from the records exactly what accounts for this 
population explosion. It is interesting to note that no fewer than 25 of the 51 total ter-
renos baldios claims for Beneficios Altos discussed above are in the region of Tihosuco 
(CAIHY:1844). These are not directly comparable data, of course, as agricultural grants 
in the mid-1840s cannot account for a population boom in 1821. On the other hand, the 
overall process of criollo influx and loss of agricultural land are directly related. Perhaps 
the prominence of Tihosuco in the later land grants has an earlier history or maybe it was 
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the increased population of the cabecera that led to such a demand in the 1840s. Either 
way, it is clear that the alienating pressure of the criollo influx could well have been 
heaviest in the region centered on Tihosuco; the region that ultimately saw the first battles 
of the Caste War. 
 Figure 5.6 demonstrates the nearly 100% increase in the Beneficios Altos popula-
tion. What is not immediately evident, however, is the distribution by type of settlement. 
As mentioned above, in the communities surrounding Ichmul and Sacalaca, the popula-
tion increase took place mainly in the pueblos. For the areas surrounding Tihosuco and 
Chikindzonot, the opposite is true with the cabeceras hosting the majority of the increase. 
Interestingly, in terms of the larger region, the two separate patterns balance each other 
out almost exactly. Of the 14,137 person growth in the region, 7,067 occurred in the 
cabeceras, 7,070 took place in the pueblos (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784d; CAIHY:1821). 
That leaves a remarkably small difference of only three individuals. While a definitive 
explanation for this circumstance awaits further research among the archives, I believe 
that one suggestion may lie in the demographic distribution of peasant Maya and criollo.
 There is an internal disparity between the types of information contained in 
the 1784 census and the 1821 census. Most of the 1784 documents include personal 
information in great detail (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784d). Specifically for the case of this 
discussion, the 1784 documents record specifically the racial categorization of population 
numbers within settlements (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784d). For example, while in 1821 the 
population of Ichmul was simply listed as 3,017 people, the 1784 census recording 1,630 
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people tells us how many of them were younger than 15 years old, 15 to 60 years old, 
60 or older, the gender of each, and how many were categorized as Maya (AME:1784a; 
CAIHY:1821). The distinction in the records between how many residents were Maya 
(“Indios”) and how many were criollo (“vecinos”) becomes interesting. Figure 5.7 shows 
the demographic profiles of the populations of each settlement that was registered with 
this racial distinction in 1784 and the average distribution by settlement type, cabecera or 
pueblo (AME:1784a, 1784b, 1784d). 
Maya Population
Criollo Population
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Sacalaca
Tihosuco
63%
37%
74%
26%
79%
21%
82%
18%
Chikindzonot
Tiholop
Xquerol
Uaymax
Saban
Dzonotchel
94%
6%
96%
4%
92%
8%
98%
2%
80%
20%
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74%
26%
Pueblo Average*
95%
5%
* Includes pueblo populations of Petulillo, Tepich, Tela and Ekpedz which are recorded as 100% Maya
Figure 5.8 : 1784 Demographic Profile of Beneficios Altos Settlements
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Figure 5.7: 1784 Demographic Profile of Beneficios Altos Settlements
(AME:1784a, 1784bb, 1784d)
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The difference between the demographic profiles of the types of settlements is striking. 
Note that the different shades represent percentages of the settlements’ populations, 
minimizing the effect of differences in overall populations. Put simply, Figure 5.7 demon-
strates that in 1784 the cabeceras in Beneficios Altos were somewhat mixed settlements 
while the pueblos were effectively exclusive Maya communities (AME: 1784a, 1784b, 
1784d). Unfortunately, to date I have only located two later documents that record the 
racial division in any Beneficios Altos settlements. These are the 1832 censuses for the 
cabecera of Ichmul and the pueblo of Tiholop (AGEY:1832b). The analysis of these two 
documents in comparison to the 1784 demographic profile is too small a sample set for 
a conclusive interpretation of the population increase, but it is suggestive. Figure 5.8 is a 
comparison between the 1784 and 1832 demographic data for Ichmul and Tiholop.
Tiholop
94%
6%
Ichmul
63%
37%
Maya Population
Criollo Population
58%
42%
95%
5%
1784 1832
Figure 5.8: Ichmul and Tiholop Demographic Profiles, 1784 and 1832
(AGEY:1832b; AME:1784a)
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 We see in Figure 5.8 two demographic profiles for each population representing 
the differences that took place over the course of 48 years. In these 48 years, these two 
populations increased by an incredible 9,391 people (AGEY:1832b; AME:1784a). The 
great majority of this unparalleled increase took place in the village of Tiholop which 
went from 2,356 people in 1784 to 9,538 in 1832 even though the population had de-
clined to 1,831 in 1821 (AGEY:1832b; AME:1784a; CAIHY:1821). The reason for these 
drastic fluctuations in Tiholop are not entirely relevant to this discussion; what is impor-
tant is the fact that even with the great increase in overall population, the demographic 
distribution sees no more than one degree of change. Significantly, the one degree shift 
was towards a comparatively greater majority of Maya residents. Ichmul gained 2,209 
residents between 1784 and 1832 (AGEY:1832b; AME:1784a). That influx shifted the 
demographic profile toward a five percent larger proportion of criollo residents. Evidence 
from Tiholop and Ichmul in 1832 suggests that the general trend during this period was 
continued segregation of Maya in the pueblos and a growing presence of criollos in the 
cabeceras. If this model can be used as a proxy for the region, then it suggests a scenario 
of alienation. The population had doubled. The distribution of that doubled population 
was evenly split between cabeceras and pueblos. The demographic profiles suggest only 
that there was a proportionately greater presence of criollos in the cabeceras after that 
population increase. In order for an equal distribution of population between cabecera 
and pueblo to result in a demographic increase in only the percentage of cabecera criollo 
residents, the nature of the cabecera must have undergone considerable changes. In fact, 
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it seems probable that as criollo families took root in cabecera towns, the Maya families 
that had lived there prior to this second conquest were displaced and chose to move to the 
pueblos. This rings true of a measured negotiation response selected by Maya individuals 
and families to maximize autonomy, privacy, and access to land, but may also have been 
an economic consequence of something like community gentrification. Whatever the 
motivation, it is clear that the nature of the frontier demographic landscape and settlement 
pattern had changed in a way that applied further alienating pressures on indigenous 
residents.
 
Architectural Alienation 
 The influx of criollos and criollo wealth necessarily changed the culture of 
the cabeceras and material culture is no exception. Beyond the centers of cabeceras, 
every level of Beneficios Altos settlement had been dominated by a Maya majority in 
the frontier settlements. The presence of Spaniards was restricted to representatives of 
the church, often no more than a single priest housed in the cabecera and responsible 
for the spiritual well-being of the residents in the pueblos; there were also occasional 
visits by administrative personnel to collect taxes and perform municipal reviews (Patch 
1993:226). Of course, the church and administrative buildings of the cabecera centers 
were founded during the earliest stages of congregación. High-status residence, on the 
other hand likely would have been limited to the first block radiating from the center. 
The cabecera centers would have been mostly lower-status housing occupied by Maya 
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residents with small but significant variations in status and economic wealth but largely 
dedicated to milpa agriculture (see Alexander 2004:65). 
 The visita pueblos, for example, likely looked very similar to their appearance 
today. Like today, their residents would have been Maya agriculturalists living in family 
compounds with shared access to small satellite churches. Ranchos likely maintained 
a presence on the landscape, but haciendas would have been virtually absent (Patch 
1993:145). The remainder of the landscape extending from each population center was 
divided as milpa among the residents of the pueblos and cabeceras. This arrangement 
changed with the incursion of criollo entrepreneurs who came to take advantage of new 
legislation. Today, there is a continuum of architectural investment in the houses of the 
cabeceras. Near the central square there are ornate masonry houses with large walled 
yards (Figure 5.9).
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Figure 5.9: Typical Higher-Status Masonry House Facades
Moving outward, there are more traditional Maya houses: apsidal pole and thatch build-
ings that include outbuildings and a house plot or solar used for domestic agriculture and 
small-scale livestock raising (Figure 5.10). 
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Figure 5.10: Typical Lower-Status Pole and Thatch House and Solar 
Some of these apsidal structures are plastered, but many are much more open to the 
elements. Many traditional houses have been modified recently by cinder block additions 
that reflect a strategy of investing wealth in architecture when cash is scarce and the 
economic future is unstable. Incidentally, the same strategy seems to account for some of 
the elaborate nineteenth century architectural modifications to the peninsula’s expansive 
colonial haciendas (Alexander 2003b:206-215).
 There tends to be a direct correlation between the scale of architectural investment 
and distance from site center. Likewise, it appears that the number of blocks consumed by 
higher- and lower-status residences is an indication of the relative wealth of each pueblo. 
The maps presented below reflect a careful, total-station aided survey of these character-
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istics within the settlement centers. Sacalaca’s higher-status housing extends only about a 
block from the central square as shown in Figure 5.11.
Figure 5.11: Sacalaca’s Higher- and Lower- Status Residences
Figure 5.12 demonstrates that Ichmul had several blocks and a couple of remote masonry 
buildings representing higher-status residents. 
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Figure 5.12: Ichmul’s Higher- and Lower- Status Residences
The small settlement of Uaymax, which developed as a separate but connected visita only 
1.5 km from Saban, has almost no masonry architecture surrounding the main center. 
Saban, conversely, must have held a position of greater significance at some point “in late 
colonial times, to judge by its enormous church and handsome cuartel” (Roys 1957:142). 
Accordingly, as Figure 5.13 indicates the masonry buildings in Saban extend about two 
and a half blocks from the center and line the road connecting the two pueblos.
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Figure 5.13: Saban’s Higher- and Lower- Status Residences
 The nature of settlement in Beneficios Altos had changed dramatically as a result 
of the criollo influx. The doubling of the population over the course of 37 years not 
only contributed to the strain on the agricultural system discussed above, it occurred 
in such a fashion that it fundamentally changed the nature of the settlements. It seems 
likely that the process affected the alienation of at least a portion of cabecera residents 
from their home settlements. Likely, the criollo influx to the frontier cabeceras was 
matched to a degree with a concurrent Maya exodus to the pueblos. As a side effect of 
that same process, the cabeceras were physically transformed. As a community of Maya 
agriculturalists, the cabeceras were probably largely populated by pole-and-thatch houses 
and rather large solares separated by low albarradas. With the criollo influx, the first few 
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blocks of each of the cabeceras were transformed into large masonry houses with high 
closed-off facades and yards fenced in by high masonry walls. It is not wildly presumptu-
ous to imagine that the activities of daily life, such as shopping at the local market, 
socializing in the central plaza, and attending services at the still architecturally dominant 
church would have been equally affected by the same alienating pressures evident in the 
demographic and architectural signatures discussed above.
3. Political Alienation
 As this second conquest brought more criollos into the Beneficios Altos landscape 
another important aspect of the frontier lifestyle was significantly altered. As mentioned 
at the outset of this chapter, the Repúblicas de Indios that had provided a degree of 
autonomy to indigenous communities were in a state of flux – being disbanded and 
reinstated as Yucatecan politics shifted (Alexander 2004:49, 54; Rugeley 1996:93). 
This opened up an opportunity for new criollo residents to “monopolize local politics to 
the exclusion of native leaders” (Alexander 2004:49). Political control of the cabecera 
capitols meant a degree of political control in the pueblos as well. Thus, as agricultural 
land, demographic dominance, and centralized residential opportunities were disappear-
ing so, too, was political representation. One principal character in this political alienation 
was Vincente Alamilla.
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Vincente Alamilla
 The political alienation of this period, typified by Vincente Alamilla, ushered in 
a new regime. In this case, that power of that new regime is literally inscribed on the 
landscape. 
 Approximately 6.2 km northeast from Sacalaca ... lies Aktun (cave) Santa Cruz,   
 which is a collapsed dome with a vertical entrance shaft. This cave has paintings,   
 most likely from the Caste War, or at least post-contact period, as some of them   
 have Latin alphabetic symbols. (Normark 2003:73)
CRAS researchers Johan Normark and Alberto Flores captured photographs from within 
this cave and analyzed them in order to propose some preliminary interpretations con-
cerning the content and cultural contexts of the cave graffiti (Normark 2003:73). Figure 
5.14 shows one of the nine distinct areas of drawings analyzed (Normark 2003:73).
Figure 5.14: Normark’s Drawing 8 from Santa Cruz Cave
(Normark 2003:83)
This drawing represents only a fraction of the amount of material recorded on the walls of 
Santa Cruz cave, and the cave represents only one of over 18 caves so far reported in the 
CRAS study area (Normark 2003; Normark 2008; Shaw 2004). Caves are only a subset 
of the archaeological sites of Beneficios Altos, and the archaeological sites are conceptu-
ally only half of the historical archaeological record—thus, this particular graffiti naming 
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“Alamilla” is an undeniably “micro” aspect of the historical processes that took place on 
the Beneficios Altos landscape. When analyzed in its appropriate context, however, this 
single aspect of the historical archaeological landscape is a symptomatic representation 
of a process of alienation that defined the colonial period and, in particular, the period of 
criollo influx immediately predating the Caste War. 
 At the same time that political participation was being wrested from the indig-
enous majority, a process was underway by which power was being consolidated in the 
hands of specific families and individuals. The Alamillas were one of the most prominent 
families in Beneficios Altos to take advantage of this process. Vincente Alamilla seems 
to have been the most successful political player from among this line. We see him 
dominate correspondence from 1828 through 1840, but he is hardly the only Alamilla. In 
the following section I discuss the role that several Alamillas played during the second 
conquest as a means of illustrating the degree to which criollo families secured and 
maintained political power in Beneficios Altos.
 The first sign of any Alamillas in Beneficios Altos comes from the diezmos re-
cords for the late 1770s submitted by Francisco Britos (CAIHY:1774).  The diezmos were 
the ten-percent church tithes charged of Spanish criollo residents with agricultural profits 
(Alexander 2004:44). Maya residents’ milpa harvests were officially exempt, but village 
livestock and collective cofradía profits do show up in the records (Alexander 2004:44). 
In 1778 reports were filed for the diezmos from 1777 and before. Among these records 
we find Leandro, Lorenzo, and Eusebio Alamilla. Leandro paid his 1777 tithe in Ichmul 
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while both Eusebio and Lorenzo were residents of Tihosuco. At this point, the Alamillas 
was neither the most heavily represented criollo family name, nor the wealthiest. 
 The next appearance of the Alamilla family in the local records does not occur 
until 1828. The gap is a product of a bias in the recording and preservation of documents, 
likely related to the events of Independence and the attending periods of revolution, than 
an actual absence of Alamillas in Beneficios Altos. By 1828 the influence of the family 
had spread, including the prominence of Vincente. Between 1828 and 1829, only one Ala-
milla beside Vincente was specifically mentioned. This was Alejo Alamilla who had been 
a resident of Tiholop but was charged in 1828 as a vagrant in Tzucacab (AGEY:1828a).   
Many documents dating to this period record the enforcement of vagrancy laws that had 
been enacted as a means of conscripting labor and stimulating the peninsular economy 
(Patch 1993:148, 175, 178; Rugeley 1996:131-132). These incidents are discussed in 
greater detail below. Alejo was the only Alamilla on the criminal side of that law.  In 
1828, Vincente is recorded as serving separately as a witness to and as the official presid-
ing over trials of vagrants in Saban and Tihosuco (AGEY:1828b).  His other activities in 
1828-1829 include posting a warning about a group of fugitives who had escaped from 
jail in Merída and were expected to have headed to Beneficios Altos (AGEY:1828c).  He 
also reported on the commendable actions of the local militia in Ichmul during the events 
of the revolution and the subsequent clash between Centralist and Federalist political 
factions. The other two documents that bear the name of Vincente Alamilla during 
1828-1829 list him as an official involved in the removal of individuals in local political 
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hierarchies which will be discussed below (AGEY:1829a; 1829c).  
 Starting with the census of 1832, there is a proliferation of the Alamilla name 
through regional documents. Tihosuco, Ichmul, and Chunhuhub all have many Alamilla 
family members named in their town rosters (AGEY:1832a; 1832b; 1832c).  In Tihosuco, 
some of the members of the family are counted in the category of men over 60 years of 
age. Throughout the towns of Beneficios Altos men over the age of 60 comprise an aver-
age of 1.3% of the 1832 population. The prominence of Alamilla men in that category in 
Tihosuco speaks to the historical depth of their presence in that particular town. Likewise, 
health can serve as a proxy for wealth, and the ability to survive into their sixties suggests 
that the Alamilla family was relatively affluent (Patch 1993:44). More direct evidence 
of the political role of this family comes from the fact that the Ichmul and Chunhuhub 
rosters of 1832 were officially verified by members of the Alamilla family, Eugenio and 
Jose Candido respectively. Interestingly, there is no record of Vincente himself in 1832.
 The decade of the 1840s saw an explosion of the Alamilla family’s prominence 
in the region and the return of Vincente. In 1840, an official report concerning an unruly 
mob in Tiholop was signed by M. Alamilla (AGEY:1840a).  Vincente also reported on the 
pursuit of a disorderly crowd led by one Juan Torres, officiated in a lawsuit in Ichmul that 
originated in Tzucacab, and submitted an inventory of the status of military actions, state 
buildings, and roads (AGEY:1840b; 1840d).  In 1841, Ichmul’s politics were restructured 
at the behest of Vincente who also seems to have presided over the process. The results 
included, among other things, the appointment of Eletario as the first Alcalde and Juan 
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Jose as the third Alcalde (AGEY:1841a). Thus, two more Alamillas had risen to positions 
of power in Ichmul. Meanwhile, in this same 1841 correspondence, Vincente was moving 
forward with his next political aspirations. In his application to become the Beneficios 
Altos subdelgado, Vincente included a list of the services he had performed that made 
him a particularly qualified candidate. We learn that Vincente was quite a bit more active 
than the existing documentation has so far indicated. He was an active member of the 
military, eventually rising to the posts of Volunteer Commander and then Colonel of the 
7th Batallion. He served as the Alcalde Constitucional of Ichmul and its partido in the 
years of 1825, 1829, 1833 and 1840. In 1829 and 1833, he presided over the congres-
sional elections. In 1834, he travelled to Calkini and Izamal to defend the Federalist 
position against Centralist factions. In 1840, the state governor appointed Vincente as the 
Juez de Primera Instancia. Finally, Vincente asserted that in his defense of the Federalist 
perspective, he had established and maintained strong relationships with the people and 
leadership in Izamal, Valladolid, Tekax, and Bacalar. Clearly, Vincente Alamilla, the head 
of the Alamilla power base in Beneficios Altos, was considerably more active throughout 
the peninsula than official documents have indicated. 
 For all of his service, Vincente Alamilla was appointed to the position of regional 
subdelegado that entered the official record on January 1st, 1841. After this promotion, 
we no longer find Vincente’s name in the documents referring specifically to the towns 
of Beneficios Altos. The Alamilla name, however, remains prominent. In October of 
1841, several unused house lots in Tihosuco were designated as officially abandoned 
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(AGEY:1841b).  Over the course of months, the previous owners were contacted and 
given the opportunity to reoccupy the lots. After these offers were repeatedly declined, 
the lots became property of the town and were resold with the proceeds being allocated 
to the renovation of public buildings. Presiding over all of these transactions was Justo 
Alamilla. Years later, in 1845, the Alamillas were active in Saban. Jacinto, Saban’s 
Alcalde was accused of under-reacting to a local uprising that drove frightened citizens to 
Sacalaca and Ichmul (AGEY:1845a).  Meanwhile, Bernabe Alamilla served as a witness 
in charges against a different Alcalde who was accused of abusing his authority. 
 In 1846, the Alamillas were well represented in the register of claims for terrenos 
baldios discussed above (CAIHY:1844).  Paulino, Jacinto, Joaquito and Jose Maria 
Alamilla are all mentioned and account for the privatization of over two leagues worth 
of Beneficios Altos land. This is by no means a staggering number, yet the Alamillas 
maintained their prominence in comparison to other area residents. Of the 38 individual 
surnames that appear among claims on terrenos baldios in Beneficios Altos between 
December of 1844 and February of 1847, only five are repeated. Lorenzo Alamilla and 
Jose Julian Alamilla of Chunhuhub claimed a combined total of .75 leagues. Nasario 
Alamilla, Bernabe Alamilla and Jose Canuto Gomez Alamilla account for a total of one 
league split between the lands of Tihosuco and Saban.  Santiago Alamilla and Josefa 
Aviles Alamilla claimed .75 leagues, also in Tihosuco. In Chikindzonot, .75 leagues 
were claimed by Tanquilino Alamilla and Juan Cristom Herrera Alamilla. Finally, Jose 
Loreto Alamilla and Mariano Vazquez Alamilla each claimed .25 leagues in Sacalaca and 
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Tihosuco, respectively. Even in comparison, then, assuming that each repeated surname 
represents related citizens, the Alamilla family provides the highest number of individuals 
and accounts for the largest combined total of land claimed. 
 In summary, the tracing of the Alamilla family name through the documents that 
relate to this period of criollo influx illustrates an aspect of alienation. In 1778, Leandro, 
Lorenzo, and Eusebio paid diezmos on their agricultural products. In 1828, Vincente is 
listed as a political official and Alejo as a vagrant. Vincente dominates the paperwork of 
the next year. Eugenio and Jose Candido signed off on the scores of Alamillas registered 
in the censuses of 1832. Timoteo appeared as a Tihosuco official in 1837. Vincente 
and M. Alamilla are prominent in several documents dating to 1840. Vincente shows 
up again the following year with Eletario, Juan Jose, and Justo, joining him among the 
most powerful political actors in the region. In 1845, Bernabe and Jacinto, dominate the 
correspondence out of Saban. Finally, in 1846, Jose Maria, Paulino, Jacinto and Joaquito 
represent the most prominent family in the criollo land grab leading up to the Caste War. 
This summary is depicted in Figure 5.15.
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Figure 5.12: Timeline of Alamilla Family Prominence Figure 5.15: Timeline of Alamilla Family Prominence
It is clear that not only had the political power of the frontier towns shifted away 
from indigenous control, it had also been centralized and monopolized by a select few 
individuals. The policies that had maintained equilibrium throughout the colonial period 
were now being questioned and often eliminated. Changing policies replaced indigenous 
autonomy administered from within the Repúblicas with a criollo dominated local 
hierarchy. It is no coincidence that a similar process seems to have been recorded in the 
documents from Yaxcabá with the rising political prominence of the criollo José Tiburcio 
Días (Alexander 2004:56-57).
The Fate of Caciques and Vagrancy Laws
 The indigenous leaders, or caciques, did not disappear during this period of 
criollo influx. In fact, it was the caciques of Tihosuco and Tepich who ultimately 
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succeeded in rallying the Beneficios Altos population during the Caste War (Dumond 
1997:91; Rugeley 1996:154, 159). Having long served as the intermediary between the 
criollo and indigenous worlds, this most influential member of the Maya community still 
held a position of strategic importance for local power brokers (Alexander 2004:23, 155; 
Clendinnen 2003:155; Patch 1993:242; Rugeley 1996:104). However, the position itself 
seems to have been fundamentally subordinated (Dumond 1997:98). 
 Over the same period of time that we see a rise to power of Vincente Alamilla 
and his family in Beneficios Altos, there is also a pattern demonstrating the decline of 
the cacique. This decline was not coincidental. The new criollo-dominated local political 
bodies campaigned to remove caciques for a variety of reasons.  In 1814, the cacique 
of Chikindzonot was under suspicion of having been involved in setting a house fire 
(AGEY:1818).  He was subsequently removed from his position. The occasion of a 
punishment for arson seems fairly straightforward, but the nature of later accusations 
calls it into question. For example, in March of 1829, two criollo residents launch a 
campaign against the unnamed cacique of the Beneficios Altos pueblo of Tahdziu for 
the apparent abandonment of his post (AGEY:1829b).  He is officially removed. In the 
same year and month, the cacique of Tela, Francisco Pat, comes under fire for so-called 
scandalous conduct. He was accused of being publicly drunk. He, too, was removed from 
office (AGEY:1829d).  In June of the following year, correspondence reflects a standing 
vacancy in the post of cacique for Ichmul and the pains that were taken to nominate a 
replacement: Ambrosio Kinil (AGEY:1830).  Finally, in December of the same month, 
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the post in Ekpedz was also vacant reportedly because of the uselessness of service of 
the prior cacique (AGEY:1830). In these cases, we see a pattern of criollo residents and 
politicians running the most powerful indigenous leaders out of their posts based on 
accusations that can hardly be substantiated–drunkenness, laziness, and abandonment. 
As a result, the post of the official intermediary between Maya communities and the state 
stood vacant in several communities.  This second aspect of political alienation that ran 
concurrent to the rise of the Alamillas and of criollos in general was not unrelated. To the 
contrary, the signatures of Alamillas appear on many of these same documents.
 Another change in earlier colonial policy now affected the residents of Beneficios 
Altos communities. The role of the repartimiento in the economy of the peninsula had 
been legally eliminated (Patch 1993:154-167). For many of the northern provinces, this 
policy change contributed to the rise of the hacienda (Patch 1993:138). In Beneficios 
Altos, however, several factors combined that generally precluded the establishment 
of an economy based on labor within landed estates. As discussed above, this led to 
the continuation of a certain degree of cultural, economic, and political autonomy in 
the settlements, especially the pueblos of the region. On the other hand, the death of 
the repartimiento without the rise of the hacienda also led to a decline in the economic 
contribution from the frontier to the governor in Merída. Several colonial policies were 
crafted to address this issue including the mandimiento, or forced labor (Patch 1993:148, 
175-178). The mandimiento was enforced, in part, by vagrancy laws. Individuals 
discovered in the settlements that could prove no other occupation were declared to be 
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vagrants and sentenced to participate in mandimiento labor (Rugeley 1996:131-132). 
While criollo governments were centralizing political control and wresting authority from 
indigenous leaders, they were concurrently increasing the enforcement of vagrancy laws 
on the people of Beneficios Altos. Specifically, in the year 1828 alone, eight individuals 
from Beneficios Altos towns were processed for vagrancy: Santiago Uc of Ichmul, Juan 
Tomas Uc of Tiholop, Jose Pedro Canche of Sacalaca, Jose Maria Pat, and Juan Carillo of 
Chikindzonot; Jose Patricio Pat of Tihosuco, Apolinario Chi of Tela, and Alejo Alamilla 
of Tiholop. Notably, Alamilla and Carrillo are the only two individuals whose names 
might indicate a non-Maya heritage (AGEY:1828b; 1828c; 1828d; 1828e; 1828f).  
4. Alienation and Negotiation
 The period of second conquest, spawned in some respects by the Bourbon 
Reforms that had began to take hold in 1777, brought dramatic changes to the frontier 
settlements of Beneficios Altos (Alexander 2004:47-49, 93; Patch 1993:206-207; Rugeley 
1996:34). While Maya craft specialists, farmers, local politicians, and church employees 
had lived through much of the colonial period in relative isolation, they now experienced 
an influx of wealthier criollos from the cities. The foundation of the frontier colonial 
economy was based on a system of milpa agriculture that relied upon a cycle of shifting 
between planted and fallow fields tended by Maya communities. Now that same land was 
disappearing at an alarming pace through privatization into the hands of their new criollo 
neighbors. The long-standing political arrangement between the Spanish Colonial gov-
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ernment and those same Maya communities was based on the maintenance of a degree of 
autonomy protected by the Repúblicas de Indios and mitigated by the caciques of each 
community. During this second conquest, those Repúblicas were disbanded, caciques 
were run out of office, and the political representation of the frontier settlements was not 
only monopolized by criollos but, in fact, by a select few criollo families. Meanwhile, 
merely for being present in these formerly isolated pueblos, an individual could be legally 
prosecuted as a vagrant and officially sentenced to mandatory labor.
 These changes effectively alienated the population from land, cabecera residence, 
political representation, and labor. As had been the case throughout the colonial period, 
alienation was answered with negotiation. For years, rather than outright resistance or 
rebellion, residents employed strategies in which their increased efforts and sacrifice 
allowed a tenuous coexistence. As land was lost, farmers travelled further from their 
homes, intensified their agricultural practices, and established field camps–camps that 
developed in some cases into the sites presented in Chapter 3. Population demographics 
suggest that while the cabeceras hosted a dramatic influx of criollos, Maya residents 
likely relocated in large numbers to the pueblos. Likewise, as cabecera, and therefore 
regional, politics became the exclusive realm of criollo interests, organization and repre-
sentation among Maya residents became clandestine. It is no surprise, then, that another 
topic prominently recorded in the legal documents of the same period are references to 
angry mobs protesting in the streets. Between 1840 and 1845 riotous mobs gathered late 
at night in the streets of Tiholop, Tzucacab, Uaymax, and twice in Saban (AGEY:1840a; 
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1840c; 1840d; 1845a; 1845b).  These were prosecuted as acts of sedition and were 
explained as protests of dissatisfaction with the ineffective or unfair actions of the gov-
ernment. Often these crowds were led by people with criollo names, notably one Roque 
Jacinto Torres, but the masses ranging from 40 to 200 individuals are always described in 
the documents as “Indios.”
 It is during this period of criollo influx that we see the ultimate straining of the 
negotiation process. The equilibrium of the Colonial Period had been severely tested. 
Colonial alienation had been intensified to a degree that negotiation processes were no 
longer successful. Furthermore, the prime negotiators among Beneficios Altos popula-
tions, the caciques, were actively removed from the process. As a result, resistance of a 
much more dramatic nature–that is, open protests in the streets–occurred more frequently. 
Finally, in the face of the intensified alienation of the criollo influx, open protest evolved 
into open revolt. This was neither a long-overdue response to the hegemonic oppressions 
of colonialism (Reed 1964), nor a desperate response to the novel political circumstances 
of Independence (Dumond 1998), but a combination of both. The novel political circum-
stances of Independence strained, weakened, and, ultimately undermined the negotiation 
strategies that had long mitigated the hegemonic oppression of colonialism.
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CHAPTER 6
CONTESTED LANDSCAPE: 
THE CASTE WAR AND REGIONAL ABANDONMENT (1847 – 1950s)
 The Caste War of Yucatán was “without question the most successful Indian revolt 
in New World history” (Bricker 1981:87). It redefined relationships on and beyond the 
frontier, within the capitals and population centers, even between emerging nations and 
states (Dumond 1997; Reed 1964; Rugeley 1996; Sierra O’Reilly 1938). Thus, this event 
of “epic history” was at once global, Mexican, and Yucatecan; but in Beneficios Altos it 
was also intimately local  (Rugeley 1996:181). Many of the origins, events, locations, 
and agents of the Caste War are products of Beneficios Altos landscapes. This chapter 
discusses the initiation of the Caste War within Beneficios Altos and then proceeds to 
illustrate some of the effects on its landscapes of this conflict, ultimately the consequence 
of the failure of the negotiation processes discussed throughout this study.
1. Beneficios Altos and the Caste War
 The Caste War was the culmination of many building conflicts between and 
among many different sectors of society, some aspects of which have been described in 
Chapter 5 (Alexander 2004:16-21). The relative weight of these categories of explana-
tion, be they centuries of oppression, post-Bourbon economic reforms, contentious 
Yucatecan political struggles, or myriad other factors has been a topic of considerable and 
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continued academic debate (Alexander 2004; Bricker 1977, 1981; Cline 1947; Dumond 
1998; Reed 1964; Rugeley 1996). The details surrounding the official initiation of armed 
conflict, on the other hand, is generally accepted and involves Beneficios Altos towns and 
individuals. 
 
 In the early hours of July 30, 1847, Cecilio Chi struck.... Surprising Tepich, he 
 slaughtered twenty or thirty Ladino [criollo] families—men, women, and children 
 without distinction, sparing only some of the girls for rape—less out of lust than 
 of hatred, it was said. A survivor escaped to Tihosuco with the news; the Caste 
 War was on in earnest. (Reed 1964:59)
Taking place in a Beneficios Altos pueblo, this “first and most successful offensive of the 
Caste War” was tied to the study area by several other connections as well (Alexander 
2004:61).  Cecilio Chi, the leader of the Tepich revolt was the cacique of that pueblo 
and a native of Ichmul (Reed 1964:55). The bloodshed at Tepich was Chi’s response to 
an earlier deprivation at his nearby ranch perpetrated by criollo soldiers in pursuit of 
Chi and Jacinto Pat (Reed 1964:59). The entire situation was arising from the accidental 
revelation of a plot that was formulated from a home near Tepich and involved amassing 
supplies and assembling forces at Jacinto Pat’s Beneficios Altos hacienda, Culumpich 
(Reed 1964:55; Rugeley 1996:178). From Culumpich, Jacinto Pat, prominent cacique of 
the Beneficios Altos cabecera of Tihosuco, was to lead an army manned by insurgents 
from the Beneficios Altos towns of Tihosuco, Tituc, Polyuc, and Chunhuhub while Chi 
was connected to planned uprisings in Tepich, Tiholop, Ekpedz, and places further north 
(Rugeley 1996:178-179). Following  the events at Tepich, the insurgency entrenched 
back at Tihosuco (Dumond 1997:91-94, 101, 150). Clearly, though the factors that caused 
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the Caste War find their origins throughout the region and even the globe, the events that 
sparked the violence were uniquely rooted to Beneficios Altos landscapes.
2. Military Events and Signatures of the Caste War
 Though the settlement patterns that had characterized the area for centuries were 
largely abandoned in response to the conflict, the region was not devoid of activity during 
this period. To the contrary, Beneficios Altos was an intensely active area, especially 
during the first and final days of the Caste War. It was within the boundaries of Beneficios 
Altos that the first battles were fought and it was from and through Beneficios Altos 
territory that Yucatecan entradas and Santa Cruz raids were launched (Dumond 1997:93-
105; Reed 1964:59-74). Finally, the 1901 advance of General Bravo–which is used as a 
symbolic benchmark to commemorate the end of hostilities and was successful largely 
because of its slow, methodical pace–left from and encamped throughout Beneficios 
Altos territory (Dumond 1997:390-397; Reed 1964:229-249). This military activity in 
the otherwise abandoned region left its archaeological signature on the landscape and is 
attested in the historical record. In this section I characterize the events specific to the 
study region through three vignettes: the Christmas Eve battle of Ichmul; the subsequent 
guerilla struggle; and finally the advance of General Ignacio Bravo.
The Siege of Ichmul 
 To date, the CRAS project has yet to extend its systematic archaeological survey 
as far west as Tepich and Tihosuco. Accordingly, the first large-scale battle that we have 
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documented upon the landscape was that which took place in Ichmul. The historical and 
archaeological record of this event are described below.
 The Battle of Christmas Eve, 1847. The massacre at Tepich and the struggles 
around Tihosuco had captured the attention and simultaneously confirmed and triggered 
a latent paranoia among the peninsula’s criollo population, but Yucatecan officials fairly 
quickly changed their focus from the underestimated southern uprising back to capital 
politics (Reed 1964:51, 59-60, 66-67; Rugeley 1996:122-123). In December of 1847 
military forces returned to Beneficios Altos with the intention of picking up where they 
had left off, discounting the fact that, “[t]he Maya had been given a breathing space and 
minor victories at the moment of their greatest need. This brought confidence to the 
[leaders], faith to the native soldier, and recruits without number” (Reed 1964:67). The 
colonels of the Yucatecan military had moved their soldiers quickly and successfully 
through several northern villages and established themselves at Ichmul by December 5:
 It was too late. A fusillade roared out of the forest and a general assault on Ichmul,  
 which carried into the streets, was repulsed by the smallest margin. Barricades   
 rose overnight, ringing the town and bringing it under siege. (Reed 1964:67)
The insurgents were forced to leave in order to restock ammunition, providing a respite 
for the Ichmul garrison, but returned in eight days:
 
 The charge came with war cries, and when it was stopped the Maya settled down  
 behind their old positions, repairing and extending them. Again patrols were sent 
 to drive them away, but, facing a well-supplied enemy, they were decimated 
 one after another. In the space of an hour, forty soldiers were killed and seventy-
 five wounded....This was on December 19, and by late afternoon the garrison 
 was driven back into the town, abandoning its outer defenses. The inevitable stone 
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 walls were built that night, within thirty paces of Ladino (Yucatecan) lines. 
 Attempting to force them was expensive in casualties, and no less so in morale: 
 Ladino (Yucatecan) prisoners were quartered on the spot and their heads thrown 
 back into the lines where they could be recognized by former friends, who 
 themselves began to wonder about the future. Six days of this reduced the 
 ammunition of the defenders to a few rounds apiece....At five o’clock on 
 Christmas morning, a breakthrough was made on the southern line; the women, 
 children and wounded were followed by the main party at six o’clock and the 
 rear guard shortly after. By good timing, the lack of Maya ammunition, or the 
 desperate bravery of the soldiers, safe passage was won and the refugees straggled 
 into Peto throughout the afternoon, as Ichmul burned behind them. (Reed 
 1964:68)
Ichmul was then replaced by Peto as the base of future operations for Yucatecan forces 
(Reed 1964:68). Likewise, this event inspired a full scale abandonment of Ichmul and its 
surrounding area. 
	 Ichmul’s	Mound-top	Fortifications. Ichmul has been analyzed in previous chapters 
with brief reference to its agricultural installations, its satellite visita settlements, and 
its internal residential and administrative profiles. An aspect of the site that has not and 
will not receive adequate attention because of the historic focus of this study is Ichmul’s 
monumental Precolumbian component. A focus of research for the CRAS project for sev-
eral seasons, Ichmul’s colonial plaza lies literally in the shadows of some of the region’s 
largest and most elaborate mound complexes (for details on the nature of the Precolum-
bian settlement at Ichmul see Flores and Normark 2004a; 2004b; 2005a; 2005b; 2005c; 
2005d; 2005e; 2005f; Johnstone 2004; Flores 2005; Huerta 2005a; 2005b; 2005c; Huerta 
2005d; Kaeding and Flores 2005; Young 2005). These mounds, elevated 10 meters above 
the level of the colonial settlement, housed the “barricades [that] rose overnight, ringing 
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the town” (Reed 1964:67). This was the location from which the Christmas Eve routing 
of the Yucatecan army was achieved.
 That battle, like the passing of Bravo’s army through Xbalche, left its mark on 
the landscape; occupying a unique position juxtaposed among the testaments to the 
Precolumbian and colonial pasts and the modern activities of the pueblo. Related artifact 
recovery has been scant, but the architectural modifications are quite prominent. The 
plaza- and road-facing sides of these mounds are ringed with what we have termed 
trincheras. While the word literally translates to “trenches” appropriate to their function, 
these features are in a way quite the opposite in form. They are expediently constructed 
walls that would conceivably have reached about the height of a kneeling combatant 
thereby providing a degree of safety from incoming ammunition for the insurgent soldiers 
who would lay siege to the town from behind them.  Figure 6.1 displays a picture of 
part of these trincheras alongside a map displaying their distribution along the southern 
mounds of Ichmul.
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Figure 6.1: Ichmul Mound-top Trincheras
Guerilla Tactics
 The battle for and retreat from Ichmul was a abnormally intense and prolonged 
engagement. Yucatecan forces would not face a coordinated mass of rebel fighters again 
in the study area (Reed 1964:72). Instead, the remainder of the conflict was characterized 
by a switch to more opportunistic guerilla tactics. 
 Continuous Skirmishes. Prior to and following the battle at Ichmul, the same area 
had hosted a series of skirmishes and attempted blockades. On their December 5, 1847 
fast approach to Ichmul, Yucatecan forces “smash[ed] Maya concentrations at Saban and 
Sacalaca” (Reed 1964:67). In January, the focus of conflict had switched to Sacalaca’s 
visita settlement of Dzonotchel where Maya guerilla tactics again inflicted heavy casual-
ties before surrendering the town (Reed 1964:69). By September of 1848, the Yucatecan 
forces were back in a position to attempt an advance on Tihosuco (Reed 1964:111). The 
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route led through Saban:
 After the initial sniping and rushes came the formal order of a close investment:   
 first one encircling barricade to match the white defense, then a second line to   
 give support, and the strengthening of the twin walls by a series of redoubts.  
 These little forts, called plazuelas, were the strong points of both     
 siege and defense lines, ammunition depots, and assembly points     
 for counterattack. (Reed 1964:112)
This latest full-blown assault on Beneficios Altos switched fortunes many times through 
the spring of 1849, with no singular battles but ongoing skirmishes and sieges, advances, 
and retreats (Reed 1964:113). Along with Saban, Ichmul, and Tihosuco, key settlements 
that served as headquarters included Xcabil and Uaymax (Reed 1964:113).
 
 Regional Expedient Trincheras. The difference between the siege of Ichmul and 
sustained guerilla warfare is evident in much of the attendant signature on the landscape. 
As described by rebel leader Leandro Poot in reference to mercenary American soldiers 
hired to aid the Yucatecan effort: 
 It was easy to kill the strange white man, for they ... fought in a line ... while the   
 white men from Mérida and Valladolid fought as we do, lying down and from   
 behind trees and rocks....We hid behind the trees and rocks wherever we    
 could that they might not see us, and so we killed them. (Reed 1964:112)
To that end, the long lines of trincheras recorded in the mounds of Ichmul are unique 
to the region. The signature throughout the rest of the CRAS study area so far has been 
dominated by smaller redoubts. These features, also labeled trincheras, would have been 
easily and quickly constructed by one or two fighters and would have provided protec-
tion. Like the albarradas that crisscross the region, these simple stone-on-stone construc-
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tions, while very easy to make and to repair, tend to preserve quite well. As a result, they 
have been noted throughout CRAS area survey in what may seem an almost haphazard 
distribution today, but were strategically important at the time of their construction. 
Figure 6.2 shows the distribution of these of these smaller, expedient trincheras where 
they have been noted thus far.
Figure 6.2: Distribution of Expedient Trincheras 
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General Ignacio Bravo and the End of the Caste War
 Aside from the battle of Ichmul and the skirmishes that accompanied any 
Yucatecan attempts to pass through the region, Beneficios Altos was largely abandoned 
following 1849—a topic that is discussed in greater detail below. Military activity leaving 
a substantial signature on the landscape was largely absent until the events that brought 
about the official end of the Caste War, specifically, the final advance of Yucatecan forces 
into the rebel capital at the southern settlement of Santa Cruz. This effort, the only one to 
achieve lasting success, was led by General Ignacio Bravo.
 Advance of General Ignacio Bravo. The Caste War started with considerable 
violence and turmoil but this intensity subsided within a few years. The rebel forces were 
entrenched in their southern forest capital of Chan Santa Cruz, the Yucatecan armies had 
regained much of the territory they had lost in the initial thrust of revolt, and the two 
were separated by a depopulated buffer zone running through Beneficios Altos. As Reed 
(1964:156) describes “after 1855 it was considered a new thing: not a rebellion or Caste 
War, but rather a struggle between two sovereign powers, Mexico and Chan Santa Cruz.”  
This is how the situation would remain, generally unacknowledged by the elite criollos of 
Mérida until the end of the nineteenth century. At that time, political and social fluctua-
tions accompanying henequen wealth demanded that the Santa Cruz issue be addressed 
once and for all. In order to accomplish this goal, Yucatán looked beyond its borders to :
 
 
217
 Ignacio Bravo, General in the Mexican Army and a crony of the dictator Díaz. In 
 spite of age and appearance, he had been sent to do what so many generals  
 had tried to do and failed: to conquer the rebel Maya...He was a patient, 
 determined, methodical man. (Reed 1964:229)  
Over fifty years after the outbreak of war and more than seven months under his com-
mand, Bravo’s attempt proved successful. 
 The entrance of General Ignacio Bravo into Santa Cruz  in early May, 1901, was 
marked by his telegraph to Merída reading “Today at seven a.m., I have occupied this 
historic town, capital of the rebels.” This event served as a symbolic if not convincingly 
literal end of the Caste War (Dumond 1997:395). One main reason that this occurrence 
stands out as the watershed event in the ending of the conflict is that Bravo approached 
the insurgent capital with a very different strategy than that of his predecessors. Santa 
Cruz had, in fact, been invaded and defeated on several occasions prior to 1901 (Dumond 
1997: 181-185, 189-190, 192, 204-206, 233-234). The Yucatecan/Mexican army would 
traditionally advance from the north, through Beneficios Altos and into Santa Cruz, 
killing or capturing those that they could and sending the remainder fleeing into the 
surrounding forests. The invading army was sometimes successful in occupying the town 
for a limited time, sometimes desecrating important buildings, sometimes falling for 
devious traps such as poisoned wells (Dumond 1997:206). What these armies failed to 
do each time was establish a lasting presence. Once the northern Yucatecans retreated, 
the dispersed Santa Cruz residents would reoccupy Santa Cruz, rebuild, and carry on as 
they had before the invasion (Dumond 197:205-206). In this respect, then, the attacks on 
Santa Cruz prior to 1901 were more like raids than militarily strategic victories. Bravo’s 
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1901 march approached the challenge differently. Instead of quickly moving against 
Santa Cruz hoping to capitalize on the element of surprise, Bravo advanced slowly and 
methodically. His troops opened a wide road in preparation for railroad lines and even 
laid telegraph cables along the path. 
 Recent CRAS archival research has readdressed Bravo’s troop movements in 
greater detail. Figure 6.3 shows the many important encampments and fortifications that 
made up the northern and initial territory pacified by Bravo’s advance. 
Figure 6.3: General Bravo’s Operation Lines Showing Critical Beneficios Altos Locations
(Derived and Translated from Badillo, Davenport, Shaw and Flores 2010:21; Redrawn from México 
Militar 1901:410)
The remainder of this section discusses some of the signatures that Bravo’s advance 
left on the Beneficios Altos landscape. While there remains much more to be analyzed, 
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this discussion is limited to two specific cases: a rear guard encampment established at 
Hacienda Xbalche, and a fort constructed at Yo’Okop. 
 
 Encampment at Hacienda Xbalche. In order to move an army at his deliberate 
pace, it was necessary for Bravo to establish longer term camps along the way (Dumond 
1997:390-397).  Bravo’s route left from both Ichmul and Saban (Dumond 1997:390-392). 
Xbalche is located between the two sites on the old road headed south and its appearance 
(as “Balche,” having dropped the Mayan locative “X”) on Dumond’s (1997:391) map of 
General Bravo’s southward march is one of the few post-Independence references to the 
site so far located. Though Balche is a common name for haciendas and ranchos through-
out the area, this particular Balche is noted in the same location as the hacienda. It seems 
likely that the archaeological signature that lies on the surface of the ruined hacienda of 
Xbalche records the activities of General Ignacio Bravo’s army.
 The deposits found on the surface of Xbalche are unique among the findings of 
CRAS investigations of Beneficios Altos. The site is quite literally covered with mainly 
historic-period artifacts, specifically bottle glass (Figure 6.4) (Kaeding 2005:130, 139-
140). 
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Figure 6.4: Sample of Xbalche Glass
Another artifact class, that stands out for its uniqueness to the region is an abundance of 
metal in the form of corroded tin dishes shown in Figure 6.5 (Kaeding 2005:140). 
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Figure 6.5: Sample of Xbalche Tin 
These artifacts clearly are not associated with the Precolumbian components that underlie 
the hacienda (Johnstone 2005:180; Johnstone 2010d:160; Kaeding 2005:138). The 
abundance and distribution of historical artifacts at Xbalche would have likely rendered 
an agricultural site useless (Figure 6.6).
222
Figure 6.6: General Distribution of Historical Artifacts at Xbalche 
In terms of a military presence, however, this archaeological signature fits very well. 
 Bravo’s total army amounted to over 3,000 men (Dumond 1996:395). This 
mass of transients would, of course, need provisions and those provisions would likely 
be transported and consumed in exactly the type of artifacts that litter the surface of 
Xbalche: glass bottles and tin containers and plates. Yet there is more directly compelling 
evidence as well. While the artifacts on the surface of Xbalche deserve further in-depth 
analysis, a very rudimentary preliminary survey has revealed certain very compelling 
artifacts. While the majority of the glass assemblage is the ubiquitous olive green bottle 
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glass attributed to British and Spanish Colonial sites (with forms and treatments that 
indicate relatively late dates), there is at least one that stands out (Deagan 1987:127-136, 
Jones 1986:5, 9; Kaeding 2005:139). This is a single bottle base embossed with a symbol 
of a horseshoe enveloping a star—a design that enjoyed popularity among United States 
glass manufacturers near the beginning of the twentieth century (Kaeding 2005:139). 
While the date is not entirely reliable and while it comes from a single and, in fact, 
somewhat anomalous artifact, it does provide compelling microhistorical support for 
interpreting the surface deposit as a signature of Bravo’s historically-attested army that 
would have been in the area at exactly that same time.  
 A second class of artifact that reflects the wider trends of the period rather than the 
specific event of Bravo’s march comes in the form of ammunition as seen in Figure 6.7. 
Figure 6.7: Sample of Xbalche Ammunition
The battles of the Caste War started with a great technological imbalance; the insurgent 
forces were armed largely with machetes to combat Yucatecan muskets (Dumond 
1997:96, 291, 376-377, 443 n.27, 513 n.9). This is an oversimplification, of course, 
and, regardless, the situation was quickly addressed as insurgent victories brought with 
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them firearms and even cannons. The real arming of the insurgents, however, was ac-
complished through trade across the British Honduran (now Belizean) border (Dumond 
1997:110-111, 150-156, 291-295, 300-302, 326-327). In the early years of the Caste War, 
the Yucatecan fort at Bacalar was one of the first military targets of the insurgents. Hav-
ing taken that understaffed fort violently first in late 1848, the insurgents had effectively 
secured the entire territory from Beneficios Altos south to British Honduras (Dumond 
1997:154-156, 184). This allowed them relatively free communication north-south to 
the Rio Hondo which served as that pseudo-international boundary. The insurgents took 
immediate advantage of this open network by transporting produce and the spoils of their 
raids on Yucatecan towns to outposts along the Rio Hondo and trading them in exchange 
for guns, ammunition, and gunpowder (Dumond 1997: 110-111, 150-156, 291-295, 
300-302, 326-327; Reed 1964:116). This trade is well attested in the archives of British 
Honduras as there was a near-constant appeal from independent Yucatán and Mexico for 
the British government to halt the trade (Alder Burdon 1931:8, 9, 12, 13, 20, 36; Dumond 
1997:151-155). In Belize, however, especially in its frontier lands, residents were hardly 
under the immediate supervision much less control of the agents of the British Colonial 
Government (at this time still officially headquartered in Jamaica), and so the clandestine 
trade certainly continued at a much higher rate than is reported in the archives (Reed 
1964:118-119). 
 The weapons desired by the insurgents and supplied by British Honduran traders 
were British Enfield rifles (Dumond 1997:96, 110). This weapon, also an important 
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artifact of the America Civil War, represented a technological advance over the more 
cumbersome, slower, and less accurate front-loading muskets that had been the only 
weapon occasionally available to the Yucatecan Maya village agriculturalist (Dumond 
1997:96). Thus, through this southern trade network, the insurgents were able to 
counterbalance the technological disadvantage at which they had officially started the 
Caste War. Fortune turned again, however, following a series of government negotiations, 
proposed treaties, and supplications that demonstrate the truly international nature of 
what is sometimes portrayed as a very localized and backwater conflict (See Dumond 
1997:422-426; Sierra O’Reilly 1938). As a result of international diplomacy, Yucatán 
(whose leadership had asserted and then struggled to maintain independence since the 
end of Spanish colonial rule) was once again part of Mexico on August 17, 1848 (Du-
mond 1997:145-146; Reed 1964:104). In exchange for surrendering their independence, 
Yucatecans now received financial and military support in the ongoing battle against the 
Santa Cruz insurgents (Dumond 1997:146, 187). The major technological advance that 
eventually accompanied this support was the Mauser repeater (Dumond 1997:529 n.16).  
Mexican Mausers tipped the technological advantage back from a fairly equal balance 
towards the Yucatecan cause.  There are a great many factors that weakened the Santa 
Cruz resistance in the late 1840s and early 1850s, and though this technological disparity 
is not chief among them, neither should it be discounted. At Xbalche, among the surface 
deposits that are dominated by glass and tin, we recovered shells and bullet casings from 
both Enfield Rifles and Mausers. Thus, these artifacts (among the smallest recovered) 
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from a single, anomalous deposit, in one of the survey project’s most remote sites, speak 
directly to processes that not only contributed to the ending of a decades-long war, but 
are also reflective of international politics involving to varying degrees, an independent 
Yucatan, British Honduras, Mexico, England, and even, to a degree, the United States, 
Cuba, and Spain whose governments were officially offered political propriety of Yucatán 
(Reed 1964:103-104).
 Bravo’s Fortin de Yo’Okop. Along with the two types of trincheras discussed 
above and the deposit at Hacienda Xbalche, there is an architectural element in the study 
area without parallel. This is the Fortín de Yo’okop—a unique installation speaking to a 
different aspect of the conflict. Bravo’s advance to Santa Cruz was intended and planned 
from the outset to be the final advance. As such, the army secured its way as it moved 
along. One key means of stabilizing the area was to install a permanently garrisoned fort 
south of Saban. 
 Fortín de Yo’Okop is a palisaded fort surrounded by a moat and constructed 
with the infrastructure to support a permanent garrison. Today, the well and walls of this 
military installation have been repurposed and the area serves as a rancho. It has been 
archaeologically investigated on three occasions thus far: initially under the direction of 
INAH archaeologist Dr. Luis Alberto Martos, and later by CRAS survey crews (Badillo, 
Davenport, Shaw and Flores 2010; Kaeding 2008). For the most complete synthesis of 
all of these investigations, see Badillo, Davenport, Shaw, and Flores 2010. Here, I only 
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reproduce the compiled plan map (Figure 6.8), in order to provide a glimpse at the nature 
of the site. 
Figure 6.8: Plan of Fortín de Yo’Okop
(Badillo, Davenport, Shaw and Flores 2010:29)
Fortín de Yo’Okop’s unique architectural, archaeological, and historical significance 
warrants further study in its own right. For the purposes of this discussion, however, the 
crucial aspect to note is that Yo’okop represents yet another manifestation of the signature 
left by the military activity of the Caste War, specifically the advance of General Bravo, 
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upon the landscape of Beneficios Altos. 
 
Final Efforts at Negotiation
 Immediately following the 1847 battle of Ichmul but long before General Bravo 
initiated his advance, diplomatic attempts were made to stem the burgeoning violence of 
rebellion. In 1848, after the initial dramatic successes of the uprising, the semi-official 
leader, Tihosuco’s cacique Jacinto Pat, established the terms of peace. In a letter ad-
dressed to the religious representative of his Beneficios Altos hometown of Tihosuco 
but likely meant for a far wider audience, Pat stipulates that the rebels will not stop the 
massacre for anything less than the full abolition of the tax burden, a reduction of baptism 
fees to 3 reales, and a standardization of those fees across the board regardless of ethnic 
or caste background (Reed 1964:78). Pat offered this letter on the 28th of February, 1848 
(Reed 1964:77). By March 2nd, Yucatan’s Governor Mendez officially agreed to his 
demands. Negotiation had brought a peace accord through the Yucatecan acceptance of 
all of the Maya insurgency’s demands. But stories of violent outrages were still making 
their way from the frontier and hopes for this “nervous truce” were dashed before they 
ever had a chance to take root (Reed 1964:80-84). 
 Neither Pat nor the Yucatecan administration was fully disheartened, however, 
and peace was pursued again. In April of 1848, Pat’s demands were again negotiated, 
more formally this time with Mendez’s political rival Barbachano. In this formal treaty, 
Pat specified complaints that, given their historical context, could be interpreted as 
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highlighting the root causes of the conflict itself. He demanded the abolition of personal 
contributions (essentially tax obligations to support the church levied upon indigenous 
residents), the reduction and standardization across castes of fees for sacraments–mar-
riage and baptism specifically, open access and protection of agricultural rights to ejido 
lands and terrenos baldios, elimination of all debt servitude arrangements, return of all 
rifles confiscated from Maya residents, repeal of the tax on aguardiente, the installation 
of Barbachano as Governor for life, and the same for Pat as leader of all indigenous 
peoples in Yucatán (Reed 1964:88). 
 The treaty achieved through Jacinto Pat addressed all major quantifiable demands 
of the insurgency. The formulation of a treaty to end military conflict is the textbook 
example of negotiation. In fact, this is a case of a particularly one-sided negotiation in 
which Pat, capitalizing on recent rebel victories while foreseeing a looming decline, was 
able to press the demands of the populace and convince the Yucatecan envoy, through 
Barbachano, to acquiesce to every single demand (Reed 1964:88).  Thus, a peace was 
formally achieved and ratified through the negotiation won by Jacinto Pat that would 
reestablish the equilibrium that had sustained the populace for centuries. That peace held 
for only days before Pat’s virtual second in command, Tepich’s Ceclio Chi, marched his 
army against him (Reed 1964:89). The treaty was immediately destroyed. Less than five 
months later, Pat himself was ambushed and murdered in the southern forests by Chi’s 
successor who cited Pat’s attempts at peace as the reason necessitating the assassination 
(Reed 1964:121, Alder Burdon 1931:10). 
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 The vicissitudes of internal leadership throughout the Caste War include many 
stories of interpersonal conflicts, betrayals, and infidelities. Pat’s death could certainly 
have been the result of something similar. Likewise, Pat may have discredited and 
endangered himself among his followers by including among the terms of the treaty 
a lifetime position for himself as the leader of all indigenous residents. Any of these 
scenarios could explain why Pat himself was murdered, but the hopes for a peace treaty 
died with him. Had Pat’s negotiated victory actually achieved the goals of the insurgency, 
it would have prevailed in spite of the loss of its champion. Instead, the negotiated peace 
failed not because the chief negotiator failed, not because the negotiated terms had failed, 
but because after centuries of mitigation the process of negotiation itself had ultimately 
failed. 
 The military signatures discussed above are direct consequences of that failure 
of negotiation. Between the early battles recorded by the region’s trincheras and the 
material trail of General Bravo, a directly related but opposite process was contributing 
to the reconstruction and reconceptualization of Beneficios Altos. The abandonment of 
the region by virtually all non-combatants ultimately had as much or more of an affect. 
The remainder of this chapter will discuss the abandonment and later reoccupation of 
Beneficios Altos landscapes as processes that complement military events as reactions to 
the failure of negotiation.
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3. Regional Abandonment
 
 He went on to say: “from the height of the church of Ichmul [he had contem-
plated] 
 the immense desert that the barbarians had formed ... [N]othing lived; the church
 had been horribly profaned; the houses had fallen; plant and lofty trees covered 
 with their bowers and desolate leaves what in other times were streets and plazas; 
 and within that limitless horizon, how many towns equally deserted present  
 themselves to view?” (Dumond 1997:253, quoting Baquiero 1878-87, 3:279-80)
 Perhaps the most dramatic possible redefinition of  patterns of landscape use is 
that which we see throughout Beneficios Altos at the time of the Caste War: large-scale 
abandonment. In this section I introduce some of the effects of and proxy evidence 
for that abandonment (lamentably, by its very nature this is a literal case of absence of 
evidence). The abandonment of this region is profoundly important to this study for two 
reasons. The first, more pragmatic archaeological importance of abandonment has been 
mentioned in Chapter 2–that is, a century of massive depopulation has allowed for a 
greater preservation of historical materials and architecture than would be expected in 
areas of continuous occupation and development. The second reason is more relevant 
to the discussion of landscape use. The abandonment that accompanied the Caste War 
demonstrates not only the dramatic effect of the breakdown of the negotiation system, but 
also provides a clear break in the continuity of land use. While systems of negotiation had 
mitigated alienation in a fashion that allowed centuries of continued, if modified, patterns 
of landscape use in Beneficios Altos, the absence of that negotiation system abruptly 
brought a nearly universal end to those patterns.
 Chapters 4 and 5 have demonstrated that Beneficios Altos was generally prosper-
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ous (in terms of population more than wealth). Everything changed following the out-
break of Caste War violence. The conflict forced individuals to flee either to the north or 
the south. Heading north would subject people from Beneficios Altos to punishment and 
labor exploitation as proxies for those who had committed violence while simultaneously 
putting them at risk for future attacks by the rebel Maya (Dumond 1997:253). Yet some 
did choose to move north. Heading south meant pursuing one of two options: either join 
the main thrust of the insurgency stationed at Chan Santa Cruz (modern Felipe Carillo 
Puerto) or try to reestablish a semi-peaceful lifestyle further south and west of Chan 
Santa Cruz at places like Chichanha and Icaiche where residents characterized as pacifi-
cos del sur sought to maintain a tenuous treaty with Yucatán (Dumond 1997:84, 192-196, 
269-271). If they sought to join the insurgents at Santa Cruz, they were in danger as 
members of the militia or, if not actively involved in combat, then at least by living in 
the crosshairs of the Yucatecan and Mexican armies (Dumond 1997:181-185, 189-190, 
192, 204-206, 233-234). Choosing to live as pacificos del sur was to invite constant raids 
by the rebel Maya and occasional attacks from the Yucatecan army (Dumond 1997:207, 
269-271; Reed 1964:189). Again, the people of the region did have options, each with its 
own risks and rewards, but staying in Beneficios Altos was not one of them.
 Unfortunately, the best archaeological demonstration of abandonment comes from 
an absence of evidence. Throughout the region, we see the archaeological signatures of 
the colonial period littering the surface and interfacing directly with modern occupation. 
Rather than any indication of development over time, places like these speak to the 
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grafting of modern landscape use patterns directly onto the remains of those of the past. 
In fact, some cases of this direct interface that spans a century in a centimeter are more 
poignant than others such as the addition of modern convento housing onto colonial 
churches at Chunhuhub and Ekpedz (Figure 6.9).
Figure 6.9: Chunhuhub and Ekpedz Modern Additions on Mampostería
Absence of evidence is never satisfying and, fortunately, there are historical first-hand 
accounts that refer to the abandonment of Beneficios Altos during the Caste War
  
First-Hand Accounts 
 In a dramatically over-simplified rendition, the conflict of the Caste War erupted 
under the leadership of local powerbrokers (local, that is, to Beneficios Altos towns and 
pueblos, as will be discussed below), made strong initial advances against the Yucatecan 
government, retracted into the southern forests, then entrenched into a southern head-
quarters (Reed 1964; Dumond 1997). That headquarters was administered by a rotation 
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of strong military-religious leaders fueled in part by irregular raids into Yucatecan towns 
(Dumond 1997). This continued until the final advance of General Ignacio Bravo under-
mined the insurgency once and for all but left a semi-autonomous Maya community in its 
place (Dumond 1997:390-397). At the beginning of this crude timeline, correspondence 
was rather frequent between the leaders of the uprising and the Yucatecan governments, 
within the insurgent leadership, and within the Yucatecan government agents (Bricker 
1977:252; Dumond 1997:91-93, 113). Following the initial advances of 1848-1849, 
however, that correspondence diminished significantly (Dumond 1997:126-139). As a 
result, historical documentation referring to places like Beneficios Altos during the major-
ity of the Caste War is largely comprised of strategic intelligence collected by Yucatecan 
forces. Information referring to the internal workings of the insurgent society, on the 
other hand, is best retrievable from oral histories (Bricker 1977:251, 257; Sullivan 1989).  
In the meantime, we find a separate source of historical reference in the form of accounts 
of foreigners who were granted access to the lands under the control of the leadership at 
Chan Santa Cruz and its semi-autonomous successors. These accounts are few and far 
between but they are also informative. 
  First-hand accounts of the inner workings of the insurgent leadership at Chan 
Santa Cruz are fascinating and graphic, if biased, descriptions of the many facets of a 
society and culture that were rapidly created and internalized by an entire community 
of displaced refugees and combatants (see the accounts of Plumridge and Twigge in 
Dumond 1997:241-245; Reed 1964:181-184; and the ransom of Josefa Rodriguez in 
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Dumond 1997:322-325). While these reports are incredibly intriguing, they do not bear 
reference to the circumstances of the areas affected by the conflict beyond the capital and 
so they are included above only as a brief bibliographic guide. 
 To gather information from the wider region, then, we must turn to later sources. 
In this case, we begin with the Mason/Spinden expedition (see Chapter 2). In 1926, 
Gregory Mason, a photographer working for the New York Times, and Herbert Spinden, 
an anthropologist from Harvard’s Peabody Museum of Anthropology, launched an 
archaeological investigation into the heart of Quintana Roo. Quintana Roo was es-
sentially unknown to the academic world at this time because it had been inaccessible 
since the Caste War had erupted in 1847. While research was booming in many other 
areas of the Maya region, including some of the most remote areas of the Petén, the 
area that would be designated the state of Quintana Roo was under initially violent and 
eventually isolated rebel Maya control (Wren and Nygard 2008:3). This left a blank spot 
on the developing map of the archaeological resources of the Yucatán Peninsula. Mason 
and Spinden sought to address this blank spot by making their way down the east coast 
of the peninsula by boat, then into the inland bays near Bacalar and finally travelling by 
foot to the interior of the peninsula (see Figure 3.3). This journey was only possible with 
permission of the general in charge of the Maya community in Quintana Roo who was 
still operating from Chan Santa Cruz. 
 Having procured permission of passage from General May, Mason and Spinden 
proceeded with locals serving as guides as well as guards responsible for showing them 
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routes and introducing them to any sites that were of interest. These guides led them first 
to Tabi. While the site did not make a tremendous impression on Mason, the conversation 
that ensued at that place certainly did. In the course of investigating the ruins of Tabi, the 
expedition’s guide mentioned the much more impressive ruins at the sites of Huntichmul 
and the Beneficios Altos center of Ichmul.  Mason and Spinden were intrigued, but, when 
they requested that the guide show them these sites, the guide faltered. He said that he 
could not take the two foreigners to Huntichmul or Ichmul without renewed consent from 
Santa Cruz. Accordingly, the team returned to the Maya capital to secure permission. In 
their second meeting with General May, he, too, was reluctant. Mason continued by offer-
ing his rifle, money, and provisions as a gift and promising more and better weapons on 
future visits. Still, the General hesitated. Finally, the General was forced to simply refuse 
the requests of the foreign envoy stating that the Maya villagers were already aware of 
their presence on the peninsula, that they were reporting that the Americans had not been 
stealing any antiquities, and that the expedition was generally received as a legitimately 
scientific pursuit. Only because this was the case were the two granted passage this far. If 
General May were to allow them to visit Huntichmul or Ichmul, he felt that there would 
be resistance and his own authority would be called into question.  
 This response from May restricting Mason’s travels seems to have had a greater 
impact on the explorer than if he had been granted permission. As he put it, "the fact that 
we were permitted to visit the other spots and forbidden to go to Huntichmul and Ichmul 
suggests that these latter places have some special importance in native eyes” (Mason 
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1927:334). Being refused access, Mason drew the conclusion that the two sites from 
which they were restricted must have been locations where ancient Maya ceremonies 
were still being conducted in the ruined temples. Spinden, it seems, indulged the sugges-
tion:
 the fact that this great American archaeologist believed possible the survival of a   
 sort of “island” of ancient Maya civilization stimulates the imagination when we   
 wonder what is to be found in Huntichmul and Ichmul. (Mason 1927:334)
Mason repeatedly referred to the potential activities at Ichmul and Huntichmul and 
imagined what might be learned by someone who could travel there. In fact, the very last 
statement in his published work reiterated his interest in Huntichmul and Ichmul:
 
 Perhaps the greatest opportunity in the field of Maya research is that which   
 is open to the young scientist willing to cast in his lot with these people virtually   
 for life–willing to settle among these Indians and share their primitive standards   
 until their confidence has been so won that he will be admitted to the very    
 thoughts which they have when they worship in the temples of such cities    
 as the two in Quintana Roo that our expedition was forbidden even to look upon   
 from a distance. (Mason 1927:339-340)
 While Mason’s account is intriguing and the imagined continuation of ancient 
practices probably drove a fair amount of research, there were other equally viable 
reasons to keep foreigners from certain places. It is possible that Ichmul was used as a 
militarily strategic site. Perhaps it was in some ways garrisoned to defend the northern 
border of this Maya polity. Perhaps it was used as a weapons cache and insurance against 
future struggles. Perhaps the extreme violence and high death count that plagued that 
particular town in some of the earliest battles of the Caste War established it as something 
of a memorial. Likewise, Ichmul had held a growing importance during the colonial 
period as a pilgrimage site associated with the Black Blister Christ (see Chapter 4). Its 
238
importance in this respect still exists today as people come from all over the peninsula to 
Ichmul during Holy Week. While we cannot know General May’s reason for restricting 
access one thing of which we can be relatively certain is that Mason and Spinden must 
not have been aware of just how close they were to this elusive Ichmul when they and 
their guides stumbled across and carefully studied the site that Mason counts as his 
greatest discovery–Yo’Okop (O’kop) just outside of Saban (Mason 1927:299-300). 
 The excited imagery of the travel writer paints a scene of a jungle redoubt bus-
tling with clandestine pagan activities. My own suggestions as to the reasons for Mason 
and Spinden’s restricted access also suggest secret activities of hidden communities. 
Within his actual observations, however, Mason (1927:xi) betrays quite a different scene. 
In fact, he makes special note of the abandonment of the region: “One encounters in 
the darkening forest Christian churches which are no less ruinous than the more ancient 
temples of the Indians.” He erroneously blames this on the Cuban slave trade, but the 
effects of the prolonged conflict are nonetheless clear. While the accounts from foreigners 
in Santa Cruz speak of masses of unruly rebels, Mason and Spinden, reporting from the 
surrounding area decades later were struck by just the opposite to the extent that they 
surmised a wide-scale diaspora. 
 
4. Regional Reoccupation
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 In many ways, the events and politics of the Caste War era that drove the 
abandonment of Beneficios Altos are things of the past. The area has been reoccupied. 
Figure 6.10  charts the population growth for the twentieth century by pueblo as recorded 
by Instituto Nacional de Estadística y Geografía censuses. The higher line represents the 
regional total. 
0
5000
10000
15000
20000
25000
30000
35000
40000
45000
50000
1910 1921 1930 1940 1950 1960 1970 1980 1990 1995 2000 2005
Twentieth Century Beneficios Altos Reoccupation 
Ichmul Saban Uaymax Sacalaca Xquerol Chunhuhub Polyuc
Tihosuco Tepich Xcabil Chikindzonot Ekpedz Total
Figure 6.10: Beneficios Altos Twentieth Century Population Trends
The effects of Caste War abandonment continued to define the population distribution 
for much of the first half of the century. The process of reoccupation appears to have 
been tentatively underway in 1930 with considerable jumps recorded in 1950 and 1980. 
As people returned to their ancestral lands or ventured into areas new to them, however, 
they were occupying a landscape in which the constructed manifestations recall a colonial 
past with a more recent wartime veneer while its conceptual nature has been dramatically 
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redefined. 
 In this section, I introduce the primary archaeological signature and constructed 
landscape of that reoccupation—the distribution of small private ranchos. Ranchos 
represent the majority of the agriculture that was carried out in the Beneficios Altos. Also 
known as estancias and sometimes sitios, these were, in fact, the most prolific agricul-
tural institutions throughout the peninsula for the majority of the historic period. In some 
ways a rancho is a smaller version of a hacienda (see Chapter 5). It may have pursued 
the same goals of cultivation, raising the same kinds of livestock and crops for profit, 
and, therefore, may have the same infrastructural features such as norias (structures built 
around wells to aid in drawing water), corrals, troughs and trapiches (radial platforms 
centered on a pivoting post used for grinding various crops). However, the fundamental 
system of operation was crucially different in that the rancho was maintained by its 
owner rather than a conscripted or wage-based labor pool. While the scale of the small-
holders’ private ranchos are generally smaller, the crucial archaeological element that 
distinguishes it from the hacienda in this study is the absence of the masonry residential 
structure. The architecture features associated with Beneficios Altos ranchos are sum-
marized in Table 6.1.
Table 6.1: Features of Surveyed Beneficios Altos Ranchos
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Architectural 
Features
Ranchos
(12)
Casas Mayores 0
Bebederos 12
Central Corrals 11
Wells 12
Noria 5
Aqueduct/Canals 7
Trapiches/Structure Foundations 9
Staircases 2
Religious Structures 0
 Future archaeological investigation may well indicate that these agricultural 
installations have much older, colonial histories, but given the evidence available at this 
time, they are best interpreted as features of the reoccupied landscape.  Very similar sites 
recorded in a survey of the area surrounding the pueblo Ebtun to the north date to this 
post-Caste War era (Alexander 2012:12). More locally, several of these wells at these 
ranchos are plastered with inscriptions including dates in the 1960s. Figure 6.11 shows  
two examples of these inscriptions. 
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Figure 6.11: Dates Inscribed  in Plaster on Wells of 
Rancho San Francisco (1965) and Hacienda San Pedro (1960)
Sacalaca Rancho Distribution
 Surrounding Sacalaca, CRAS survey efforts have located and mapped five ran-
chos. The distribution of these sites is demonstrated in Figure 6.12.
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Figure 6.12: Sacalaca Rancho Distribution
These sites are introduced and discussed individually below.
 Rancho Parcela Escolar. The historical signature of Parcela Escolar is generally 
consistent with what would be expected for a rancho.  There is a central well located in 
what seems to be a natural depression.  The well no longer has a protective barrier and 
is, instead, an exposed hole in the center of the depression.  This area could be an ancient 
quarry as it features some relatively sheer cuts, but its generally gradual slope suggests 
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that it is likely a natural depression modified later.  Whether initially natural or not, the 
depression has been modified at least in the sense that albarradas now ring the feature.  It 
is likely that these albarradas are intended to keep livestock from entering the depression 
for their protection and that of the water source. Figure 6.13 is the plan view of Rancho 
Parcela Escolar.
Figure 6.13: Rancho Parcela Escolar Plan View
 This site has been intensively stone-robbed, not surprising considering its proxim-
ity not only to Sacalaca itself but also the abundant supply of building material that would 
have been available among the Precolumbian mounds of Parcela Escolar.  As a result, few 
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stones remain in association with the noria or the aqueduct.  Still, the footprints of these 
features remain clearly associated with a water trough, or bebedero, that would have been 
just outside of the western wall of the albarrada bordering the depression.  Interestingly, 
the albarrada complex extending from the wall has two passage areas that are clearly 
marked by a 1.5 meter space in between two stones that are much larger than the other 
stones that constitute the albarrada.  These passages give access directly to the reported 
location of the bebedero.  The bebedero, however, has also been removed and is now on 
display in the ejido’s new museum. 
 To the northeast of the well about 18 meters, there is a small raised area with an 
apsidal-circular foundation.  This potentially represents a residence. There is a circular 
feature, two meters in diameter, directly to the west of the foundation; this might be a 
food storage area serving the residence represented by the foundation.  Similarly, there is 
a pila not far from the southern side of the foundation which would be expected in as-
sociation with a residence.  There is, however, an alternate interpretation that may suggest 
that this installation never did have a casa mayor. For instance, the pila has a hole in the 
bottom that indicates that a better interpretation for this artifact might be that it served as 
a basin that connected the aqueduct to the noria.  Similar features are present elsewhere 
in the region where water is drawn from the well and emptied into a stone basin, which 
would then feed into the aqueduct at a rate that would avoid overflow and allow sediment 
to settle out.  Likewise, the stone foundation itself has no large gaps in it; rather it is a 
continuous alignment. Generally, the foundations of apsidal houses tend to include a gap 
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associated with the entryway. If the foundation lacks a doorway, an alternate suggestion 
may be that this feature represents a trapiche, a platform featuring a central upright pole 
which, powered by a beast of burden, would pivot to grind harvested crops, namely corn 
or sugarcane.  The circular feature nearby could still have served as a storage for crops, 
but rather than serving the house, this crop would have been awaiting processing (i.e., 
grinding) rather than consumption.  Considering the proximity of this rancho to Sacalaca 
itself, it seems somewhat unlikely that the landowner would have retained a residence at 
the site.
 
 Rancho San Pablo. This site is defined by architectural features indicative of 
agriculture.  Some of the architecture is considerably more recent than the rest, and it is 
obvious that this rancho has been used in modern times.  Nevertheless, the basic founda-
tions of the rancho are older.  There is a single corral with a well and bebedero combina-
tion at the center of the southern wall of the corral complex, which sits at a slightly higher 
elevation.  This central feature has been recently re-plastered.  As a result, one feature 
that once served as an aqueduct is no longer functional, leading further credence to the 
suggestion that there are at least two occupations of the rancho represented by the current 
architecture.  The aqueduct is rare to the region in the way that it forks before reaching 
the bebedero.  Most aqueducts lead directly from a well or noria to the bebedero, but 
in this case it splits into two separate branches about halfway between the two features.  
There are two small, squared lines of stone that extend from the well-aqueduct feature.  
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One extends west from the western branch of the aqueduct; the other extends east from 
the central aqueduct line.  Their function is unknown, but because they are such insub-
stantial features, they may have protected small garden areas.
 The bebedero sits on the northern side of this wall, within the boundaries of the 
central corral.  Albarradas continue to the west and east, but we were unable to determine 
whether these establish separate corrals.  Likewise, there are two albarrada segments 
south of the wall, the function of which has not been determined.
 Another set of features lies to the south of the well.  These refer chiefly to the 
more recent occupation.  The largest feature is a square foundation to the southeast of the 
well.  There are four post holes cut into its corners.  These postholes, which extend into 
bedrock, are rare to the region because they are square.  Two more square postholes are 
found further to the west, but with no identifiable alignment.
 There is one square partitioned pila feature in this southern area as well.  It is 
fairly large and may have functioned as a separate bebedero.  It is quite shallow, however, 
suggesting that it served a different purpose.  The pila feature is surfaced with concrete 
but, because the exposed face is unbroken, we cannot rule out the possibility that feature 
is entirely constructed of modern material, an interpretation that is bolstered by the fact 
that this feature has no parallel in the region.
 Finally, near the platform, there is a partially excavated hole.  This is best 
categorized as a haltun as it only extends about 50 cm into the ground, and its dimensions 
are nearly identical to those of the well.  Perhaps this haltun represents an abandoned 
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effort to establish a separate well, though this seems curious considering the proximity 
to the original and still functional well. Figure 6.14 shows the distribution of the features 
discussed above.
Figure 6.14: Rancho San Pablo Plan View
 Rancho San Diego. Another large corral complex, Rancho San Diego is centered 
on a water management feature.  A rare type of site for the region, the central feature 
is not a well-bebedero compound exactly, but a bebedero itself.  The bebedero extends 
249
to the west from a section of the north-south wall that defines the axis of the site.  The 
enclosed corral areas extend to the east of this axis on its northern half and to the west 
of the axis on its southern half.  The well, interestingly, is set just to the south of the 
entire complex.   While there is no existing connection between the well and the corral 
complex, the southern half of the corral axis has a central channel cut into the top face of 
the stones.  It seems likely, then, that this part of the corral served as an aqueduct feeding 
the bebedero. 
 The separation between the bebedero and the well indicates that there might have 
been a residence further to the south.  A cursory investigation revealed an extra section of 
a poorly preserved albarrada as well as a fragment of a large pila. While these artifacts 
indicate residence, no foundations were encountered here or elsewhere in the immediate 
area. Figure 6.15 is the plan view of Rancho San Diego.
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Figure 6.15: Rancho San Diego Plan View
 Rancho Yodzonot. Two cenotes are associated with Sacalaca proper.  In the 
interest of promoting local ecotourism, both of these have received improvements over 
the last few years.  The large, open, tourist-accessible cenote closest to the center now 
boasts a restaurant and parking area.  The other is farther away and enclosed; it is now 
approached by a recently constructed sascab pathway. 
 This second cenote is the site of a historic-period rancho.  Local informants did 
not know of any particular name for this site.  As a result, it has been designated simply 
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Rancho Yodzonot.  The well and noria were likely built over the natural hole in the lime-
stone that provided access to the cenote in antiquity.  This access has been significantly 
altered, however, as it is now a square-cut hole similar to contemporary wells elsewhere 
in the region (not indicated on the map).  
 Directly to the south of the well is a bebedero built into an albarrada that partially 
encloses the well area.  There is no convincing evidence of an aqueduct connecting the 
well and bebedero.  Many of the sites in the region have been subjected to heavy salvag-
ing for stone.  This site is no exception.  The path that has been laid between the center 
and the cenote features square-cut stone along its borders.  These stones have certainly 
been reset from their original contexts. Further to the east lie two more large corrals. 
Figure 6.16 shows this rancho in plan view.
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Figure 6.16: Rancho Yodzonot Plan View
 There are two raised areas to the north and south of the well itself.  While these 
seem like probable locations for residences, there was no evidence of any further archi-
tecture in either area.  Likewise, to the west of the well there is an area that may contain 
related features.  Unfortunately, this area now houses a number of beehives, which made 
it difficult to continue investigation in that direction. 
 This site is the one closest to Sacalaca along an old road that reportedly connects 
the sites of Saban, Sacalaca, Petulillo, Dzonotchel, Xbaquil, Guadalupe, and possibly 
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continuing onto Senor, and Felipe Carillo Puerto (Reed 1964:58).  This road is no longer 
in use, but in some places its borders can be noted by low albarradas.
 Rancho San Juan. The site of San Juan contains both Precolumbian and historic-
period components.  The historical elements conform to what is generally considered 
the standard rancho complex.  These include the features associated with the raising of 
livestock, in this case three corrals of varying sizes, a well, bebedero, and feeding trough. 
 The currently-recognized features of Rancho San Juan are spread over an area of 
roughly 800 square meters.  Precolumbian features continue to the north.  This complex 
is just over 5 km to the northwest of Sacalaca.
 As mentioned above, the features of this site conform with what is expected of 
an agricultural rancho.  The corrals themselves are the most variable feature.  There are 
two smaller and probably more recent corrals (enclosing approximately 20 to 23 square 
meters) and one considerably larger (548 square meters).  While the smaller corrals seem 
to be less substantial features and therefore may be more recent, some of the stones used 
in their construction are well-cut square stones that likely were salvaged from the nearby 
Precolumbian structures. The large corral, on the other hand, is a much more substantial 
construction; in some places the walls reach about a meter in height. Figure 6.17 shows 
the plan view map of Rancho San Juan.
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Figure 6.17: Rancho San Juan Plan View
Saban/Uaymax Rancho Distribution 
 Intensive and extensive CRAS survey also targeted the “twin pueblos” of Saban 
and Uaymax locating and mapping seven private ranchos. Figure 6.18 shows the distribu-
tion of these sites, which are discussed individual in the following section.
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Figure 6.18: Saban/Uaymax Rancho Distribution
 Rancho Pancho Villa. There are two features at this otherwise typical rancho that 
suggest a central residence and possible categorization as an hacienda.  Unfortunately, 
neither of these features is well preserved so neither provides conclusive evidence of 
residence. It is clearly a large rancho at the very least. 
 The central feature is a large circular noria platform with a square well cut into 
its center.  There is a canal set into the noria platform that leads from the well northeast 
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to what appears to have been the location for at least one bebedero.  The stones of this 
bebedero have been removed and only the footprint of its construction remains.  There 
is a stairway providing access to the well on its southeastern side and currently a ramp 
leading to the same well on its northwestern side (the latter seems to be a recent modifica-
tion).  The noria also has a unique double-sided pila on top of it. 
 The axis of this site runs southwest-northeast.  An albarrada establishing this 
orientation passes just north of the noria.  Following this albarrada to the northeast from 
the noria, there is a clearly defined oval platform.  While this platform is well constructed 
and identifiable, very little collapsed stone is associated.  As a result, it seems likely 
that this foundation does not represent a masonry residence.  Instead, it may have been 
a trapiche platform or possibly the foundation for a perishable structure.  Further to the 
northeast along that same albarrada lie the remains of a more substantial masonry struc-
ture.  From what remains, this was a square structure with high walls.  Unfortunately, 
only one of the corners of this building remains so it is difficult to determine its exact 
layout. Figure 6.19 displays the features of Rancho Pancho Villa.
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Figure 6.19: Rancho Pancho Villa Plan View
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 Rancho Santa Rita. This rancho is currently operational.  It is relatively small 
as it does not extend beyond the central corral.  At the center of this square, high-walled 
corral, there is a well and bebedero.  There are also two foundations visible to the south 
of the central corral.  One of these is large enough to match the dimensions of colonial 
houses recorded elsewhere in the region.  Both foundations were constructed upon raised 
platforms.  There also is a fairly large pyramidal mound just beyond the northwest corner 
of the central corral.  This pyramid has been modified and currently houses an altar with 
a cross at its peak. Figure 6.20 shows Rancho Santa Rita excluding this Precolumbian 
feature.
Figure 6.20: Rancho Santa Rita Plan View
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 Rancho Xnicte. Like Sahkabch’en discussed below, this site bears evidence of a 
possible house foundation.  It does not, however, hold any obvious remains of a masonry 
house.  Therefore it falls somewhere between the categories of rancho and hacienda. 
 Its central feature is a large, square-cut well with thick walls.  Like Rancho San 
Francisco, these walls have been re-plastered during a period of reuse.  The plastered is 
inscribed reading “R. Xnicte Ha, 26 Mayo 1963.”  Again, our local guides inform us that 
these were the ranchos that were in use at the time of Saban’s establishment as a separate 
ejido.  At that point of transition, ranchers either established themselves fully in the newly 
formed Saban, or returned to Tihosuco where the majority of them had resided. 
 There are several networks of albarradas that define corrals to the east and west 
of the well.  To the east, the albarradas frame at least three separate areas, one of which 
is a very narrow rectangular strip probably used for a purpose separate from that of the 
larger corrals.  To the west, the albarradas are more difficult to identify, so we were un-
able to delimit a specific corral area.  It is on the west, however, that we find evidence for 
a possible house platform.  There is a large and well-constructed platform, rising about 
.50 meters above the surface.  Along its western end and in the southwest corner, this 
platform is well preserved and maintains a straight line. The remainder of the platform, 
on the other hand, has suffered considerable collapse. Combined with the fact that the 
platform itself seems to recede into the natural elevation to the east, its exact dimensions 
are difficult to identify, but they are approximately eight by five meters. One feature does 
seem to indicate its central access. There is a slight protrusion off the south side that may 
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indicate a staircase. To the southeast of this protrusion there is a ring of stones that could 
have served as a protective ring of stones, or arriate, for trees grown in the front of the 
house (Alexander 2004:134). These features are displayed in Figure 6.21.
Figure 6.21: Rancho Xnicte Plan View
 
 Rancho Yopila. This historical rancho is currently used by a cattle rancher. 
While there are both historical and modern elements to this rancho, they are generally 
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distinguishable from each other, a factor that has not been so obvious in the cases of 
other ranchos currently in use.  The rancho contains a well and central corral.  There are 
two bebederos, one colonial and one modern, both linked to the well by two separate 
aqueducts, again, one colonial and one modern.  Also, there is a large house foundation 
directly to the south of the well.  Unfortunately, either because of stone-robbing or the 
generally poor nature of preservation, we were unable to locate the rear wall of this 
structure.
 Because this rancho lies in an extensive milpa field cleared of any larger vegeta-
tion, we were able to locate the full extent of the corral system.  The southeast corner of 
this rancho is notable for the presence of at least four relatively small (two to three meter 
high) Precolumbian mounds that are not included in Figure 6.22.  The northeast corner 
also was interesting because it was roughly triangular.  Because we have seen a similar 
manifestation at Sacalaca’s Hacienda Ramonal, it seems possible that this triangular 
corral indicates the colonial system of land distribution that employed the parceling of 
fractions of square plots. Figure 6.22 shows this triangular corral in relation to the other 
features of Rancho Yopila.
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Figure 6.22: Rancho Yopila Plan View
 Rancho Ysidro. On the route between Yo’Okop and the large hacienda of San 
Pedro, Rancho Ysidro bears the signature of a historical rancho:  a well and corral ar-
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rangement as shown in Figure 6.23.  In this case, the well is located between two rela-
tively small corrals to its east and west.  There are two enigmatic circular foundations to 
the north of the well.  While one of these may be dismissable as an arrieta (and has been 
excluded from Figure 6.23), the other is considerably larger and its function is unknown.  
There is no evidence for residence in the area. 
Figure 6.23: Rancho Ysidro Plan View
 Rancho San Francisco. Within a relatively small area, this site contains many 
archaeological and geological elements that are common to this region.  It is a historical 
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rancho with modern reoccupation.  To the east of the central rancho features, there are 
Precolumbian features including at least one large mound and several smaller house 
platforms.  At least one sascabera lies to the northeast and to the southeast is a feature 
that is either a larger sascabera or a natural cave.  
 Like all ranchos, San Francisco is centered on a well and a corral.  It is a square 
well with an aqueduct leading to two bebederos.  One is a small bebedero along the 
aqueduct and very close to the well.  The other is a larger and recently plastered example 
adjacent to an albarrada that encloses a northern corral (Figure 6.24).  There is a separate 
and larger corral to the south of the well. 
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Figure 6.24: Rancho San Francisco Plan View
 Many of the ranchos in the ejido of Saban bear evidence of reoccupation during 
the 1960s.  Local informants related that during this time period Saban was officially des-
ignated an ejido.  Settlers then came from nearby towns, perhaps most prominently from 
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Tihosuco, to establish ranchos.  San Francisco is one example of this process.  There is 
certainly evidence of a more recent occupation including the most obvious, an inscription 
on the re-plastered noria that reads “Rancho San Francisco 1965.”  The other evidence 
of recent occupation is a small square concrete feature with exposed rebar reinforcement 
adjacent to the well.  This would have served as the base for a mechanized pump used to 
draw water from the well. 
 The remainder of the site has older origins.  As mentioned above, there are two 
square corrals flanking the central well.  Further north, the regularity of these corrals is 
lost.  For example, in what seems to be the furthest northern extent of the historical site, 
there is a much smaller albarrada corral area (not shown on map).  In the same area, 
there is a sascabera ringed with albarradas. These albarradas were likely constructed in 
order to keep livestock from falling into the sascabera. 
 There are a number of mounds in the area, both to the north near the sascabera 
and also closer to the well. For the sake of describing the historical features, it is impor-
tant to note only that there are many cylindrical and other cut stones in proximity to the 
well.  These are clearly not in their original context.  Likely, they were removed from the 
Precolumbian ruins either nearby or as far away as Yo’Okop.  It is fair to assume, there-
fore, that the materials used in the construction of Rancho San Francisco were recycled 
from Precolumbian mounds.
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 Rancho Sahkabch’en. Intermediate between a large rancho and a hacienda, 
Rancho Sahkabch’en features two areas of potential house platforms, which suggest a 
central residence and assignation as a hacienda.  On the other hand, the potential houses 
are both small and were constructed largely of perishable materials.  In this sense, then, 
the structures are very different from the large masonry houses typically associated 
with haciendas in this region.  Instead, they might be better interpreted as temporary 
houses, or the residence of foremen or caretakers rather than the landowners themselves.  
Sahkabch’en, in that case, would be better considered a rancho.
 Regardless of its categorization in this study, the site is clearly an area of exten-
sive agricultural production.  At its center there is a well and noria.  A boundary wall with 
a built-in aqueduct lies to the south of the well and connects to a double-bebedero feature. 
This feature is unique to the region. One is a fairly deep bebedero and runs north-south.  
It has a high wall bordering its eastern edge.  On the other side of the wall there is another 
bebedero that matches the first but seems to be a bit shallower.  The large, separating wall 
is perforated with holes connecting the two bebederos.  It appears that the first trough 
would have been filled and its overflow would have then filled the second.  Extending 
from this central feature is a network of albarradas that isolates two small pens.
 The two raised platforms lie to the north and east of the well.  They are ap-
proximately the same circular shape, size, and dimensions, enclosing areas of around 40 
square meters.  The platform to the east is nearly circular. It is possible that this one is a 
trapiche platform.  The foundation to the north is more elongated and apsidal and cur-
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rently is serving as the foundation for a perishable shelter.  There is a pila to the southeast 
of the foundation and a small rectangular stone bin to the northeast.  If there had been a 
residence at this site, this northern foundation likely would mark its location.
 The corral network extends from the center in every direction.  We followed these 
corrals walls to get a better sense of the areas that they enclosed.  This includes at least 
two larger corrals to the west and one smaller example to the southeast.  There are also 
at least two much smaller corrals that are isolated architecturally and probably served as 
pens.  One of these is located within a corral to the southwest of the well.  The other is 
built into the corral wall to the southeast.  The albarrada nearest the well ends in a sort of 
rounded feature. This, too, could represent a makeshift pen, a semi-entrenched fortifica-
tion, or a decorative feature on approach to the house. Rancho Sachcabchen is illustrated 
in Figure 6.25.
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Figure 6.25: Rancho Sahkabch’en Plan View
 
Reoccupied Conceptualized Landscape 
 The distribution of ranchos discussed in the above section refers to the con-
structed landscape that was produced by the reoccupation of the area. The people that 
came back to clear out the churches and re-plaster the wells brought along a conceptual 
landscape that was dramatically different than that of the people that left in 1847. 
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In pursuing the survey goals of the CRAS project that are reflected in this study, an 
interesting ethnographic characteristic repeatedly surfaced: it became apparent that many 
residents of Beneficios Altos pueblos take pride in and tie their identities to the events of 
the Caste War, to the explicit exclusion of Precolumbian Maya history or the intervening 
colonial period. Local stories directly often associated with specific sites consistently 
related to the Caste War period, and many residents could recount in detail the events 
and the individuals involved in the conflict. In the meantime, references to the pyramids, 
sacbeob, cave, and cenote sites so important to Precolumbian Maya researchers were 
largely considered by our guides as tangentially interesting at best, and always a product 
of “los Mayas antiguos” rather than any group of ancestors with which the guides felt 
personal affinity. The information presented in the following section is solely anecdotal 
but it does illustrate the means by which the breakdown of the colonial negotiation 
process led to a full-scale redefinition of the conceptualized landscape.
 
 Caste War Wealth. Local legend holds that an unnamed hunter traveling the game 
trails that currently pass through Xbalche decided to rest at the site one afternoon in the 
recent past. According to one account, he left his bicycle leaning against the walls of 
the ruined casa mayor, and turned to the noria to draw up water. When he turned back 
to his bicycle, though he was completely alone in the forest, it had effectively vanished. 
In its place he discovered something like a pit. Inside that pit, the hunter found a cache 
of valuable coins that he collected and used to either build himself a great big house or 
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move out of the area depending on the informant. 
 It turns out that there are elements of this story that are repeated in fairly distant 
places. For example, in the course of conducting survey of Precolumbian and colonial-
period sites along the Belize River, members of the Belize River East Archaeology 
project have recorded similar tales of highly profitable coin hordes changing the lives of 
their fortunate discoverers from at least three geographically separate individuals. The 
story tends to include the coins themselves, often near Precolumbian mounds, often with 
a supernatural element (like the disappearing bicycle, a prophetic dream, or a column of 
fire) and the subsequent wealth being such that the discoverers almost invariably moved 
away (and are thus unavailable for any kind of confirmation of the find). There are many 
reasons to maintain skepticism concerning the veracity of these local stories but, in the 
case of Xbalche, it does serve to shed some light on the local conception of the wealth of 
the criollo class at the time of Caste War.
 In fact, much of the Spanish colonial period in Yucatán was defined by a distinct 
lack of currency (Alexander 2003b:210). The elaboration of hacienda architecture was, in 
some ways, a direct means of embedding wealth in an otherwise cash-strapped economy 
(Alexander 2003b:209-214, 2004:100-103). On the other hand, it stands to reason that the 
events of the Caste War might have inspired hacienda owners to hide their valuables in 
order to keep them out of the hands of the advancing insurgents. Interestingly, however, 
the early successes of the insurgent forces are rarely characterized as reaping great mate-
rial benefits from their attacks on haciendas; rather they were intent on the destruction 
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of records that kept track of their inescapable debt relationships. In fact, the fundamental 
nature of that debt relationship seems to provide further support that currency may 
have been scarce. Finally, the early abandonment of the region at large provides yet 
another reason to reverse that logic as a wealthy landowner (assuming the owners were 
residents which was rarely the case) would likely carry cash during flight if nothing else. 
Speculation aside, the fact remains that in the minds of the local residents, an abandoned 
hacienda represents the great wealth of the criollo class and economic disparity that was 
rectified by the valiant efforts of the impoverished Caste War insurgents.
 
 Tiempo de los Esclavos. A second and related narrative about events leading up 
to and culminating in the Caste War that was mentioned frequently while I conducted 
research in Beneficios Altos was “tiempo de los esclavos” or “time of the slaves.” The 
academic treatment of the colonial period specifically refutes this claim—slavery was 
explicitly prohibited from the earliest days of the Spanish Empire with the exception 
of cases of rebellion when captured offenders were sold to Cuban plantations (Deagan 
2001:186; Reed 1964:128-129). It is understood that the relationship to which locals 
refer was one of debt peonage. That is, wealthy landowners would conscript labor to their 
haciendas with the offer to pay the indigenous workers’ state and/or church tax obliga-
tions up front and allow the peon to work off the debt over time. Of course, the laborer 
was never able to work enough to catch up with the constantly mounting cost not only 
of taxes but compulsory room and board on the hacienda. In this way, the labor force 
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was bound to the estate in an effectively permanent fashion. From the perspective of 
economic and political analysis, this is a circumstance that is quite distinct from slavery. 
In the local understanding of the residents of these communities, however, the distinction 
is moot. They know that their ancestors were forced to work without actual compensation 
or opportunity to leave. The ruins of particularly the haciendas are direct testament to this 
time of slavery. Incidentally, while our etic perspective can also propound on the many 
causes for the Caste War itself (many more in fact than are indicated in Chapter 5; see 
Dumond 1998, Reed 1964, and Rugeley 1996), it is not rare for the internal emic perspec-
tive to cite only a heroic uprising against “el tiempo de los esclavos” (Sullivan 1989:4).
 Monuments. Just as Xbalche brought to our guides’ minds images of colonial 
wealth and enslavement, much of the rest of the landscape triggers feelings of community 
pride. An odd dichotomy to the archaeologist, local residents will rarely display any 
affinity with what we academically consider their ancestors. Pride and intimate knowl-
edge of their ancestry often reaches only as far back as the fight against “el tiempo de los 
esclavos.” They know the stories of the battles, the struggles, and the homegrown leaders 
through which their predecessors fought and won their freedom. My recognition of this 
aspect of identity is anecdotal at best and by no means suggests a rigorous anthropologi-
cal study (for more in that vein, see Montes 2009). It has, however, been a frequent and 
poignant aspect of my experience in Beneficios Altos that is, in fact, recorded upon the 
landscape.
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 As often before, the church at Tihosuco provides an excellent illustration of this 
point. The elaborately decorated facade of one of the region’s grandest colonial monu-
ments remains splintered to this day, not because of lack of funds or state support, but 
because this is the will of the town’s residents. A block away, across the central plaza, is 
the Caste War Museum which houses to my knowledge the only specifically dedicated 
collection of artifacts, photographs, and documents from that era. Importantly, it also 
houses a library of reading materials and a room dedicated to the education of local 
students, ensuring that this internationally significant historic event continues to resonate 
through future generations. 
 Between the church and the museum, in the central plaza of the pueblo is an 
example of yet another category of testament to the Caste War upon the regional land-
scape. While the stories of the personalities involved in the Caste War are far too long and 
complex to be included here (see Dumond 1998 and Reed 1964) what does bear mention 
are the statues of some of the most important indigenous leaders and militants include 
Jacinto Pat and Cecilio Chi from the Beneficios Altos settlements of Tihosuco and Tepich, 
respectively. The legacies of these men are enshrined in statues occupying the central 
plazas of their hometowns. Similarly, many of the pueblos in the region have memorial-
ized this time of conflict by displaying cannons from the era—perhaps those captured by 
rebel forces to be used against their original owners. Figure 6.26 provides a sample of 
these monuments that are literally and symbolically central to so many Beneficios Altos 
towns. 
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Figure 6.26: Caste War Monuments in Beneficios Altos Settlements
 Obviously, these monuments did not exist before the Caste War. No similar 
statues or monuments exist in the area to bear witness to the colonial period or the Preco-
276
lumbian Maya. Instead, the only modifications to the nuclei of these settlements’ con-
structed landscapes that have been specifically chosen by these communities, and thereby 
reflect local identities and the orientations of their current conceptualized landscapes, are 
commemorations of the Caste War.
5. Conclusion: Broken Patterns and Landscape Redefinition
 Since the Spanish conquest of Yucatán, roughly three centuries had passed char-
acterized by various and often competing policies, institutions, and agents. The result in 
Beneficios Altos was a landscape that had gradually come to feature massive monumental 
churches and conventos, masonry residences and public buildings, small house gardens 
featuring pole-and-thatch structures, and agricultural installations ranging from small 
milpa plots to expansive haciendas. These features combined to characterize and inform 
the constructed and conceptualized landscapes of Beneficios Altos which developed and 
changed at a pace that was mitigated by a process of negotiation that mitigated hege-
monic pressures. 
 That negotiation process was strained and ultimately broken by political, legal, 
economic, and cultural changes immediately preceding and following Independence. 
The redefinition of Beneficios Altos landscapes that occurred in the wake of the failure 
of the centuries-old negotiation process was more epic and dramatic than anything that 
had transpired since conquest. The military events of the Caste War left their immediate 
signature throughout Beneficios Altos, reflecting both the guerilla tactics of the insurgent 
forces and the ultimate advance of the Mexican/Yucatecan army. Meanwhile, the conflict 
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inspired a massive abandonment of the region only fairly recently countered by reoc-
cupation. The landscapes of Beneficios Altos as they exist today are combinations of the 
constructed and conceptualized landscapes of the Precolumbian past, the reorganization 
of colonialism, centuries of negotiated colonial hegemony, the conflict that arose from the 
failure of negotiation. 
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CHAPTER 7
SUMMARY AND CONCLUSIONS
 Here I have presented a compilation of a wide variety of datasets from disparate, 
geographically and chronologically distant sources and offered a perspective on colonial-
ism as a process of negotiation that mitigates the pressures and alienations of hegemony. 
The validity of this perspective is based on three fundamental tenets: that this process 
can be greatly informed by being viewed from a microhistorical perspective; that the 
process takes place fundamentally on the scale of individual agents; and that this process 
is intimately tied to landscape. This final chapter reviews information that has been 
presented chronologically to support these claims and the greater relevance of the study 
itself. 
 In the final section of this chapter, I reintroduce the three themes by which I 
have investigated the colonial alienation-negotiation process in this dissertation. Those 
themes–aggregate microhistory, the importance of the individual scale, and the role of the 
frontier–are crucial elements to the specific perspective on colonialism presented in this 
dissertation. These themes give my study relevance beyond Beneficios Altos.
1. Summary: Colonial Alienation and Negotiation
Early and Middle Colonial Period (1546-1750)
 The Early Colonial Period saw some of the most dramatic alienation in the history 
of colonialism. This period (which included the events of conquest) spanned from the 
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time before the arrival of Europeans to the establishment of the foundations for centuries 
of colonial rule. The scale of hegemonic alienation and redefinition was enormous. 
For the purposes of staying within the theoretical scope of this dissertation and bound 
by the availability of relevant data, these hegemonic pressures have been presented in 
terms of their interaction with multivalent landscapes. To that end, I discussed colonial 
alienation in as falling into three categories: spiritual conquest; the encomienda; and the 
repartimiento.
 
 Spiritual Conquest. The alienation that attended the spiritual conquest of the 
Yucatán maintains a position of prominence in the landscape. The landscape was rede-
fined by Franciscan and secular efforts in a fashion that was marked by churches, chapels, 
and monasteries of various sizes and degrees of elaboration. Often these religious monu-
ments were built directly atop areas that would have held particular cultural significance 
in deeper antiquity. 
 The advance of spiritual alienation was met with several forms of negotiated 
response. While it is rather difficult to identify negotiation archaeologically (Stark and 
Chance 2001:194), such strategies can be recognized in the historical record. One nego-
tiation of spiritual alienation was to for the colonized to take religious ceremonies that 
did not meet the dogmatic requirements of the hegemony to clandestine locales. To this 
end, we see a great deal of effort from the ruling class put into the eradication of these 
practices deemed apostasy, such as ceremonies to request or celebrate a fruitful harvest 
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and especially ritual sacrifice. A second negotiation tactic employed at various levels was 
to incorporate the tenets of the hegemonic pressures using the structures and symbols 
of those who would be alienated. Sometimes deemed syncretism or ethnogenesis, this 
process has yielded a form of religion that is unique to the region including, over time, 
masses read in Mayan language, cross shrines dressed in traditional clothing, miracle 
cults blending Christian and Precolumbian themes, and even military messianic uprisings. 
A third and perhaps most prevalent negotiated response was to enter into the structures 
and services of the church itself. Such positions could be lucrative in terms of fiscal 
advantage and prestige. These courses of negotiation were not mutually exclusive and 
were selected by individuals, not collectively. The lasting signature upon the Beneficios 
Altos landscape is the distribution throughout the region of religious architecture. Figure 
7.1 encapsulates this spiritual conquest in the model presented in Chapter 1 as a visualiza-
tion of the alienation-negotiation process.
Figure 7.1: Colonial Alienation-Negotiation of Spiritual Conquest 
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 Encomienda. The distribution of the churches and chapels that bears witness to 
the spiritual conquest was paralleled in the institution of the encomienda. The economy 
of colonial Yucatán was dependant on the collection by both church and state of tribute, 
taxes, and fees from its majority population of subsistence-level agriculturalists and 
craft specialists. As such, the tribute of the region was divided among the initial Spanish 
conquistadors and, later, the region’s prominent families. Alienation from the products of 
labor when that labor was directly and intimately tied to the landscape in a nearly one-to-
one correlation, even when mitigated by intermediary buffers, is essentially equivalent to 
a partial alienation from the landscape. In this sense, then, encomienda was a process of 
alienation from the landscape. Unfortunately, by their very nature, negotiated responses 
are very difficult to detect in both the archaeological and historical records. Necessarily, 
any means of negotiating the pressures of tribute demands would be effectively dodging 
mandated contributions. There are some tactics that can be imagined, however, and 
that carry some historical support. Most of these strategies would involve minimizing 
the amount expected to be paid to the tribute collector, including under-reporting the 
population of a settlement, which determined the amounts to be paid as well as under-
reporting the agricultural yield, of which a percentage would be taken (Stark and Chance 
2011:198). Such strategies were likely employed but were, according to their nature, 
omitted from the Beneficios Altos historical record. Likewise, we see a form of agricul-
tural installation that defied the standard individual farmer model. Instead individuals 
banded together in collective agricultural enterprises. While this form of land manage-
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ment may have Precolumbian antecedents, it may also have served as a means of more 
carefully controlling, mitigating or avoiding burdensome individual tribute demands. 
Another interesting strategy of negotiation that is difficult to prove but has supporting 
evidence concerns competing colonial interests. Specifically, for much of the Colonial 
Period the Franciscans and encomenderos and later hacendados were at odds over how 
to appropriately deal with the Maya majority. It is likely that indigenous individuals 
recognized this conflict and manipulated it to their best advantages. Figure 7.2 illustrates 
the alienation and negotiation process as it pertains to the encomienda.
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Figure 7.2: Colonial Alienation-Negotiation of Encomienda
 Repartimiento. Another prominent form of alienation in the Early Colonial Period 
was the repartimiento. While strictly economic in its application and leaving no identifi-
able signature upon the landscape, repartimiento was such a blatant form of economic 
colonial alienation negotiable through only such a limited means of resistance that it is 
included here for its simplicity. Basically, repartimiento demanded tribute, craft, or labor 
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contributions from Maya villagers which were compensated at dramatically undervalued 
rates. At the hands of particularly excessive repartimiento collectors, refusal or inability 
to meet expectations was met with corporal punishment. The negotiated response of 
individuals and communities abused in this fashion was to simply flee, or lodge legal 
challenges with the colonial administration; the communities often prevailed. Figure 7.3 
displays this simple negotiated alienation process.
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Figure 7.3: Colonial Alienation-Negotiation of Repartimiento
 The refinement of the negotiation process resulted in something of an equilibrium 
that allowed for the maintenance of the foundational colonial structures. This equilibrium 
did not lead to a period of peace, contentment, and tranquility. Instead, the period was 
marked by not infrequent excesses and uprisings. Despite these incidents, however, the 
overall systems prevailed and the structures established in the early years of colonialism 
were retained. On the landscape, this century of equilibrium is documented in the distri-
bution and nature of settlements.
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 Relocation and Reorganization. A fundamental policy of the Early Colonial 
Period that underwrote the spiritual and economic conquests and alienations of that era 
was congregación. This administrative policy insisted on the nucleation of the generally 
dispersed Maya population into specified, Spanish-style towns. Congregación fundamen-
tally reorganized the landscape and relocated communities, families, and individuals. 
Again, this was a policy instituted in the earliest stages of the Early Colonial Period. 
Equilibrium was achieved in large part because of  the ability of the Yucatán population 
to negotiate the hegemonic alienation of congregación. 
 Evidence for the negotiation of congregación in Beneficios Altos can be seen in 
the distribution of settlements. While congregación stipulated that everyone must live in 
designated nucleated towns, the signature on the landscape suggests a different reality. 
Instead, we find that the majority Maya population of the frontier established an array of 
settlement options from which to choose. This array of settlement ranges from centrally 
located prestigious homes to remote and isolated agricultural camps. In between those 
extremes are lower and higher status residences, different forms and functions of agri-
cultural installations, and a network of towns including many that were not included in 
the original congregación plans. This negotiated settlement pattern allowed the colonial 
agents access to the colonized in terms of their spiritual and economic agendas while 
providing a buffer of privacy and autonomy sought by many colonized individuals. It also 
provided a valuable distance from the administration that would serve to protect un-
sanctioned activities such as those behaviors deemed apostasy by the administration and 
285
unregulated trade.  Figure 7.4 outlines the hegemony-negotiation process that mitigated 
congregación, established the Beneficios Altos colonial settlement pattern, and served as 
the foundation for equilibrium.
Figure 7.4: Colonial Alienation-Negotiation of Congregación
Criollo Influx (1750-1847)
 The colonial equilibrium was challenged and eventually broken as a result of 
political, economic, and administrative changes that began to take root around the same 
time that the Bourbon Reforms were put into effect in an effort to make the Spanish 
colonies a profitable venture. These changes had dramatic effects on frontier regions such 
as Beneficios Altos. Following conquest and the first stages of the Early Colonial Period, 
places on the fringes of Spanish control had avoided many of the excesses of colonialism. 
The reforms of this period of second conquest exposed such areas to extreme pressures 
of alienation. The new alienating pressures in Beneficios Altos fell into three categories: 
Political, Agricultural, and Residential; these pressures ultimately strained the negotiation 
process beyond its capacity.
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 Political Alienation. New policies eliminated what had been a degree of politi-
cal autonomy and representation that had functioned as a buffer through much of the 
Colonial Period. The Repúblicas de Indios were disbanded, and the local indigenous 
leadership institution of the cacique was undermined, subjugated, and attacked. At the 
same time, incoming criollo opportunists took over the political administration of the 
towns and villages where the Beneficios Altos indigenous majority had previously oper-
ated somewhat free from intrusion. The shift to criollo political power was confined to a 
restricted number of individuals and families who often leveraged the power they held to 
extend their influence into new towns and positions. The average indigenous resident was 
left unprotected from the abuses of government and was without representation. Because 
of the expansive nature of the criollo power-broker families, the alienation of political 
disenfranchisement experienced by resident Maya individuals was at risk of increasing 
exponentially.
 Agricultural Alienation. Accompanying the process of political alienation 
mentioned above was a process of alienation from agricultural lands upon which milpa 
farmers from Beneficios Altos towns relied. The same reforms that disbanded the 
Repúblicas and brought criollo opportunists to the frontier towns opened up for sale 
or claim a category of land known as terrenos baldios. These were lands beyond the 
settlement centers considered by the administration to be vacant, unused property of the 
state. In fact, this land was an integral part of the frontier swidden agricultural system that 
287
required a great deal more land than was ever currently under cultivation. The baldios 
lands supported the overflow agricultural demand. The availability of these lands to 
private ownership coincided with a spike in the demand for Yucatecan-grown sugar cane, 
a crop for which Beneficios Altos lands were particularly well suited. As a result, the 
otherwise commonly available baldios lands began disappearing into the private hands of 
opportunistic, often criollo, farmers. Perhaps more important than the actual loss of land 
that never seemed to reach a level that would have left resident milperos unable to sustain 
themselves was the rate at which the land was disappearing. Privatization of baldios 
lands in Beneficios Altos towns increased at least three-fold between 1844 and 1846 
(Chapter 5). At that rate, resident agriculturalists could predict that it would not be long 
before available land was so scarce that they would be forced to enter into relationships 
of debt-peonage that they recognized as akin to slavery in its manifestations further north 
in the peninsula. Agricultural alienation was taking place in tandem with the loss of any 
political or legal means of representation by which to effectively object.
 Residential Alienation. A final front where the alienation of the second conquest 
was taking place in Beneficios Altos was literally at home. The average resident of a 
Beneficios Altos settlement had lost and was continuing to lose political voice to criollo 
power brokers who had moved to the frontier. The average Beneficios Altos farmer 
had lost and was continuing to lose access to lands that were crucial to his agricultural 
strategies to private criollo ranchers. These criollo immigrants also infiltrated daily life 
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as they became residents of the Beneficios Altos towns. The incoming wealth remodeled 
the centers of the towns through the introduction of a few blocks of elaborate masonry 
houses and a notable shift in the ethnic demographic profile. Such a difference taking 
place within the towns would have permeated every aspect of daily life. To that end, there 
is reason to believe that there was a trend toward the displacement of Maya residents 
from the central towns to the outlying villages. Figure 7.5 demonstrates the dynamics of 
the criollo influx alienation-negotiation process, the new agents in this relationship and 
the middle-ground tactics that were now no longer available.
Figure 7.5: Colonial Alienation-Negotiation of Criollo Influx
Caste War (1847-1901)
 The alienation-negotiation process was created early in the colonial period 
for Beneficios Altos and provided the foundation for the equilibrium that sustained 
the colonial status que for centuries. Later, this process was dramatically strained and 
ultimately broken during the criollo influx inspired by Bourbon Reforms. While the 
uprisings and revolts that occurred throughout the colonial period were always significant 
in their own contexts, only the Caste War so dramatically redefined the fundamental 
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nature of the relationships between Yucatán and the world, between Yucatán and Mexico, 
among the various residents of the peninsula, and between those residents and the land-
scape. Specific to Beneficios Altos, the Caste War effectively destroyed the relationship 
that had existed between residents and the landscape and  immediately began to forge a  
wholly new one. The conflict precipitated a full-scale abandonment of the region, ending 
centuries of negotiated land-use patterns. What did occur on that landscape instead was 
war, marked by the artifacts of the military and the construction of a variety of new types 
of military features. Finally, following at least 50 and arguably more years of conflict and 
tension, the individuals and families that repopulated the region had not simply recreated 
colonial patterns. Instead the activity on the same landscape took place at a reduced scale 
and in different forms. Furthermore, the present-day relationship between the landscape 
and the current residents is founded in the events of the Caste War from which the 
residents draw considerable pride.
2. Conclusions: Greater Relevance of Beneficios Altos
 The above sections have served to summarize data that have been presented in 
this dissertation in order to describe the colonial, republican, and nationalist periods 
for the province of Beneficios Altos. The relevance of this study, though, goes beyond 
the boundaries of this remote frontier province.  The fundamental contribution of the 
study has been to assert and reaffirm a perspective by which to best view survival under 
hegemony as a process rooted in the negotiation of alienating pressures.  This perspective 
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is by no means novel. Instead, colonialism has long been recognized as interplay among 
different categories of interested parties with differing claims to power. This study 
has demonstrated the greater utility of three specific yet interrelated facets by which 
to explore hegemonic alienation and negotiation: aggregate microhistory; the scale of 
interrogation; and the importance of the frontier landscape.
 Aggregate Microhistory. The study presented above combines many different 
datasets. By its very nature historical archaeological research cannot ever hope for a 
complete recovery of relevant data, and this dissertation is certainly no exception. Aside 
from practical concerns such as limited data collection seasons, limited funding, and 
permit restrictions, the historical archaeological record itself is not universally preserved. 
The archaeological data presented above are directly relevant to, but not fully cross-
referenced in, the historical record. The people, places, and events documented within the 
archival record can rarely be tied to any specific spatial (thus, archaeological) location. 
The case of Beneficios Altos is exaggerated in this regard as a result of its unique history 
of abandonment and devastation resulting from the Caste War. What is left, then, is a 
collection of several complementary and fractured datasets.
 My research aimed to demonstrate that an investigation of these fractured datas-
ets, if conducted at an appropriate scale and with regard for identifying recurring themes, 
can be illuminating. As has been reiterated throughout this dissertation and particularly in 
this chapter, even over 300 years colonial relationships follow a certain pattern–specifi-
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cally a pattern of alienation and negotiation. The evidence identifying this pattern is not 
solely within the domain of regional economies and population dynamics. Instead, equal 
weight ought to be given to the evidence of these greater themes as they apply on smaller 
scales including: small, one-room chapels in tiny satellite hamlets; a fragmentary paper 
trail accounting for the final destination of a percentage of the corn grown by the farmers 
of similar small, remote communities; solitary complaints about the excesses of an op-
pressive administrator; the distribution of colonial wells and makeshift stone corral walls; 
a single Spanish name written on the wall of a remote cave; or the ruins of a collapsed, 
overgrown hacienda hours from the closest road. These types of data, prominent at the 
microhistorical scale, are washed out when discussed at the level of macro-history. In a 
rigorous wide-scale analysis, each of these datasets might be discarded as constituting 
too small a sample size. Yet when combined, the discussion presented above serves to 
reaffirm the nature of the colonial relationship time and again. To this end,  I have sought 
to demonstrate in this dissertation the utility of the aggregate microhistorical approach.
 Individual Scale. Not unrelated, but worthy of its own mention, is the scale at 
which I have sought to interrogate colonial circumstances. Just as solitary and sometimes 
anomalous elements of data can be investigated within the microhistorical perspective to 
inform larger questions, the best scale at which to understand colonialism might be micro. 
Specifically, I have sought to demonstrate that though colonialism is a global process, its 
effect and function often takes place at the level of the individual. 
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 My study has discussed population dynamics, the spread of Christianity, scales 
of resistance, settlement patterns, international affairs, and the Civil War. These are 
topics that are large in scale and necessitate generalization, but they begin and end at 
the level of the individual. Population dynamics fluctuate as individuals on either side 
of the colonial alienation-negotiation process seek to maximize their situation–criollo 
entrepreneurs move to the frontier to profit from the sugar boom; a Maya family moves 
a half-day’s walk from the population center to have better access to milpa lands. 
Christianity is spread by a single rural priest or missionary living among the communities 
he seeks to convert or evangelize through translating the catechism into Yucatec Mayan 
and overlooking smaller offenses. It is also spread by a local resident who decides to 
listen to those sermons and even serve as maestro cantor delivering the message while 
the priest is away. Each individual and family decides how far they will go–literally and 
figuratively–along the continuum of resistance. Rarely if ever in the investigation of 
the colonial alienation-negotiation process in Beneficios Altos has there been evidence 
of a collective decision concerning how the “Maya” would deal with the “Spaniards” 
(Bricker 1981:177-179). Perhaps the closest to such a scenario occurred during the Caste 
War and, even then, the collective message was actually that of a handful of charismatic 
leaders. At the outset of violence, Beneficios Altos residents decided individually and as 
families whether to head north into Yucatán or south. Those who went south had decided 
whether to join the thrust of the insurgency at Santa Cruz or try (in vain) to stay out of it 
as pacíficos or refugees to British Honduras. Even those who joined the pacíficos decided 
293
between Chichanha and Icaiche. In sum, at every step of the way, though the historical 
implications are grand in scope, colonialism is best viewed as rooted in individual inter-
actions and decisions. Similar scenarios can certainly be postulated for nearly any event, 
place, or time period. Thus, a microhistorical perspective should always be considered 
when addressing questions of history and archaeology, even when the data do not lend 
themselves easily to such analysis.
 Frontier Relevance.  The final aspect in which this study provides a specific and 
related contribution concerns the role of the frontier in the consideration of colonialism. 
Just as microhistorical data provided above might be disregarded as anomalous from a 
wider perspective, just as the decisions of individuals might be downplayed when dis-
cussing larger population dynamics, so, too, might a frontier region like Beneficios Altos 
be ignored as something of a backwater irrelevant to the larger themes of colonialism 
that play out in the capital. I contend, as does the microhistorical approach, that nothing 
could be further from the truth. It was the existence of frontier regions like Beneficios 
Altos that allowed the equilibrium of the colonial period to persist elsewhere in Yucatán. 
It is no coincidence that each of the figures in this chapter (7.1-7.4) lists flight as one of 
the middle-ground negotiation options. In Beneficios Altos, the option for flight beyond 
the limits of Spanish control was ever present, and sometimes employed. People that 
stayed in the region, however, provide undeniable proof that other negotiation strategies 
were acceptable. That being said, the very existence of frontier communities necessarily 
indicates that colonialisms’ excesses were negotiable. Considering negotiation as foun-
294
dational to colonialism and survival in the face of hegemonic pressures, frontier areas, 
where negotiation is most prevalent and effective, provide the very best case studies
 It is no surprise that the conflict that ultimately disrupted the hegemonic structures 
that outlasted colonialism itself found its origins here along the frontier. Many things 
contributed to the outbreak of Caste War violence, yet most explanations prompt the 
questions: why then and why there?  I assert that the answer to those questions lies in 
the fact that frontier areas like Beneficios Altos were places in which the hegemony-
negotiation process was rooted and truly thrived. People who lived in areas of more 
centralized population and control were aware of the frontier outlet. Thus, the frontier 
with its functional process of negotiation can, to a degree, be credited with the survival 
of many aspects of what has been deemed Maya culture. For this reason, too, when that 
process was ultimately broken in Beneficios Altos, so was the underlying, unspoken 
contract of colonialism and its hegemonic heirs.  
 In sum, the study presented above supports the proposition that the survival of any 
individuals, communities, or populations (be they frontier or cosmopolitan; foreign or 
native) operating within hegemonic structures (colonial or postcolonial) can be attributed 
in part to a process of negotiating alienating pressures; and that close attention should be 
paid to the aggregate of microhistorical datasets, the fundamental scale of interactions 
among individual agents, and the critical role of the frontier. 
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